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Preface

The proliferation of digital technologies has brought the world closer together but
also created new barriers and divides. It is now possible to connect almost instantly
and seamlessly with family, friends and co-workers across the globe. As a result,
new forms of collaboration between individuals, teams and businesses have not
only become possible, but a necessity to stay competitive in fast-changing markets.

At the same time, the emerging Digital Age brings with it new requirements and
challenges for all involved:

• Individuals have to learn new skills for collaborating at a distance and find
themselves in rapidly changing work environments;

• Teams need to develop new practices and engage in much, often hidden,
‘collaboration work’ to enable effective work across boundaries;

• Executives and managers face the challenge of having to lead teams and people
that are dispersed across space and time zones;

• Organisations see new opportunities for transforming work using digital and
social collaboration tools, but face new and unique challenges of introducing
and adopting such ‘social’ technologies;

• Businesses are able to access resources in new collaborative inter-organisational
networks, at the expense of new managerial complexity of engaging in
multi-stakeholder arrangements;

• New markets proliferate with the advent of digital commerce, yet engaging with
consumers in multiple channels requires new capabilities that challenge many
traditional retailers.

This book brings together expert scholars to address these challenges. Across
14 chapters, our authors share their insights into new forms of work, team col-
laboration, enterprise social networking, management in a digital world, digital
commerce, as well as various new inter-organisational forms of doing business such
as in digital cooperatives, large project businesses and living labs.
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We are confident that professionals and academics alike will regard this book a
valuable resource for understanding the diverse power of collaboration in the
Digital Age. The book is organised into three main parts that represent different
levels at which such phenomena play out:

(1) The first part engages with collaboration between people and in teams, on a
work practice level. It contains chapters that investigate co-working spaces,
enterprise collaboration systems, virtual teams and management practices for
the Digital Age.

(2) The second part widens the gaze and covers matters of inter-organisational
collaboration in business networks, supply chains or entire industries. Chapters
in this section introduce new forms of citizen cooperation in the health sector,
the sharing economy, cooperation in large projects, supply chain innovation
and ‘living’ infrastructures.

(3) The third part covers digital commerce, new forms of digital interactions
between businesses and their customers, with a focus on online search and
digital technology adoption among traditional ‘high street’ retailers.
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Festschrift for Stefan Klein

This book is a Festschrift in honour of Stefan Klein, on the occasion of his 60th
birthday.

Stefan Klein is Professor for Interorganizational Systems and a Director of the
European Research Center for Informations Systems (ERCIS) at the Department of
Information Systems, University of Münster. Stefan received his Ph.D. from the
University of Cologne, Germany and his Habilitation from the University of
St. Gallen in Switzerland. He also held positions with the German National
Research Center for Computer Science (GMD); Harvard University; University of
Koblenz-Landau, Germany; University of Linz, Austria; and University College
Dublin, Ireland, where he was John Sharkey Chair in The Centre for Innovation,
Technology & Organisation. Stefan has published widely in the discipline of
Information Systems and held editorial positions with many of the top journals in
the field.

Importantly, Stefan has been a positive role model for many colleagues, junior
and senior alike, ourselves included. Many of those colleagues have keenly
accepted our invitation,1 and taken time out of their busy schedules to contribute
their latest work and insights to this book. As a result, this book is as much a
reflection of the quality of Stefan’s network of collaborators, as it is of his own
research interests and his approach to academic work and life more generally. If
asked to describe Stefan with one word, many colleagues would provide as an
answer ‘collaboration’ (or various derivatives thereof). This term describes at once
Stefan’s research interests, and his fundamentally open and cooperative attitude
towards others.

The theme of the book ‘Collaboration in the Digital Age’ captures, in today’s
language, Stefan’s long-standing research agenda which revolves around the impact
of emerging new technologies, such as information infrastructures, inter-
organisational systems, digital devices and communication technologies, on social
phenomena of collaboration among businesses, teams, workers or even consumers.
More specifically, the three parts of this book are a direct reflection of the three major
research streams that characterise Stefan’s academic career to date. He has made
important contributions to each.

Stefan’s core research area of inter-organisational systems and network collabo-
ration is reflected in the second part of the book. His main contributions to this area
include his Habilitationsschrift ‘Interorganisationssysteme und Unternehmens-
netzwerke’ (Klein, 1996), as well as a number of high-profile journal papers on the
configuration of inter-organisational relationships (Klein, 1996), the role of interme-
diaries in electronic markets (Giaglis, Klein, & O’Keefe, 2002), virtual organisations

1The editors would like to say a big ‘thank you’ to all who considered our invitation, including
those who were unable to contribute, and apologise to anyone that we might have forgotten to
invite.
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(Riemer & Klein, 2008), as well as the evolution of inter-organisational information
systems (Reimers, Johnston, & Klein, 2013), among many others.

The third part of the book reflects another of Stefan’s research areas, that of
digital commerce, or e-commerce. Since the emergence of the Internet, Stefan has
shown a keen interest in understanding its impact on organisations and the ways we
do business, which is reflected in a number of highly cited papers on electronic
auctions (Klein, 1998; Klein & O’Keefe, 1999), local and global issues in electronic
commerce (Klein & Steinfield, 1999), multi-channel retail (Müller-Lankenau,
Wehmeyer, & Klein, 2006), electronic pricing strategies (Klein & Loebbecke,
2003), and his 1999 book on information technology and tourism (Werthner &
Klein, 1999).

More recently, Stefan has taken to investigating how team collaboration and
work itself are changing with the emergence of digital technologies and devices,
which is reflected in the first part of the book. His work in this field focuses on the
complexities of communication systems (Riemer, Froessler, & Klein, 2007) and
their organisational adoption (Vehring, Riemer, & Klein, 2011), information
overload and technology-induced occupational stress (Schellhammer & Klein,
2016; Schellhammer, Klein, & Ebner, 2017), or interruptions of work in collabo-
rative environments (Lansmann & Klein, 2018).

Importantly, the contributions that his collaborators have selected for this vol-
ume, beyond reflecting Stefan’s own research interests, are also a reflection more
generally of Stefan’s approach to academic research and to working with others.
Reading the chapters is thus learning about Stefan Klein himself. For example,
Stefan is a skilful collaborator, acutely aware of and experienced in the hidden work
that goes into carefully crafting successful relationships, both at the collegial and at
the project level. A number of chapters are dedicated to such practices, be it in
teams (Chaps. 5 and 6), organisations (Chap. 4) or business networks (Chap. 11). In
addition, his approach to working with junior colleagues has always been one of
coaching and genuine mentorship; an approach illustrated in Chap. 7.

Stefan’s scholarship is inquisitive, innovative and driven by curiosity and
enquiry for its own sake, often breaking with tradition and unafraid of venturing
outside the box, as it is best reflected in the kind of work reported in Chap. 12 on
‘living infrastructure’. Methodologically, Stefan is pragmatic and undogmatic,
employing methods that will yield answers. Not surprisingly, the chapters in this
volume reflect a broad spread of research designs from conceptual, analytical or
survey-based studies, to case studies, ethnography or dedicated philosophical work,
all of which are part of Stefan’s repertoire.

Moreover, Stefan’s work is in many ways about bridging and uniting; associ-
ating disciplines, joining technical understanding with social and organisational
implications, as well as connecting academia and industry. His work has always
been grounded in rigorous, engaged scholarship with a strong practical angle,
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guided by the phenomenon at hand, never abstract or purely theoretical, but rich in
thinking, reflection and theorising. Again, this is reflected in the research offered in
this book, which balances theoretical insights with practical insights.

As a result, we are confident that you, Stefan, will find this book interesting and
insightful, and so will our readers.

Happy Birthday, Stefan!

Sydney, Australia Kai Riemer
Münster, Germany Stefan Schellhammer
Münster, Germany Michaela Meinert
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Chapter 1
Collaboration in the Digital Age: Diverse,
Relevant and Challenging

Kai Riemer and Stefan Schellhammer

Introduction

Collaboration, the organisation of joint efforts among actors to achieve a shared goal,
has always been an integral part of human life, given that we are social beings. Mod-
ern life however has increased both the necessity for and complexity of collaboration,
bringing about complex production and political systems that require highly coordi-
nated efforts for their functioning. The digital age, driven by the advent of network
computing, the Internet, and mobile devices has added an entirely new layer of both
opportunity and challenges. The ability to communicate, exchange information, and
collaborate across space and time has given us new forms of working, new types of
(virtual) organisation, and the reconfiguration of markets. This in turn has spurred
innovation across different sectors of the economy, enabling never before possible
collaboration across national and disciplinary boundaries. Yet, all of this comes at a
cost. Collaboration online without face-to-face contact is not frictionless; it requires
new skills and hidden ‘collaboration work’, above and beyond the ‘actual work’.
New, multi-stakeholder, network forms of organising come with new coordination
costs, sources of conflict, and the need to renegotiate the fair distribution of value.
In this book we take a look at a diverse range of issues of collaboration in the dig-
ital age, unpacking both opportunities and challenges. In this introductory chapter,
we present results of a study into the global news discourse around ‘collaboration’,
before we introduce each chapter of the book in more detail.

K. Riemer (B)
The University of Sydney, Camperdown, Australia
e-mail: kai.riemer@sydney.edu.au

S. Schellhammer
WWU - University of Muenster, Münster, Germany
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2 K. Riemer and S. Schellhammer

The Global Conversation Around Collaboration
in the Digital Age

The aim of this piece of researchwas to get a sense for howmatters of “collaboration”
are being discussed internationally and online. We report on a semantic text analysis
that we have carried out using the text-analysis tool Quid (www.quid.com). Quid
allows to run analyses of online news articles and blogs, unearthing thematic clusters
of conversations that provide insight into what the main related topics, contexts, and
areas of interest are in which the topic of interest, in this case “collaboration”, is
being discussed.

What Is Quid?

Quid refers to itself as “a platform that searches, analyzes and visualizes the world’s
collective intelligence to help answer strategic questions.” The tool allows visualising
and analysing the online conversations that mention and discuss ‘collaboration’ in
various ways. Much like a web search engine Quid collects news articles and blog
posts using a keyword or search phrase. It then analyses all text to identify key words,
phrases, and names of people, companies, and institutions. In doing so, it compares
words from each document to create links between them based on similarity in the
language being used.

This process produces a network that shows how similar or different these docu-
ments are from each other. Each document is represented in the network as a node
and connected to other nodes with which it shares similar language. The size of each
node visualises the number of similar other nodes that a particular node is connected
to. Importantly, nodes that are similar are grouped together in clusters represented
by different colours. Less distance between clusters, e.g. clusters placed next to each
other, indicates a high-number of inter-related topics. Nodes and clusters at the centre
are core to the overall network, indicating central topics and bridging ideas, while
peripheral nodes and clusters represent important niche topics. Dense clusters con-
tain highly similar documents, while those that are spread out are more diverse in
nature.

Methodological Considerations

For our analysis we simply used the keyword “collaboration” because we were
interested broadly in how matters of collaboration manifest in the digital outlets
affording today’s global conversation. The results are quite revealing and interesting.

We experimented with a number of settings in the tool to see which ones would
unearth what we were looking for. In the end, we included quite broadly news arti-

http://www.quid.com
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cles, blogs, trade and research publications, as well as press releases, but focused
on English-speaking countries (United States, United Kingdom, Australia, Ireland,
Canada), as these represent best both the group of authors contributing to this volume,
as well as its intended readership.

The search with these settings led to an initial network of 5,398 documents for the
period 8 May 2017 to 8 May 2018. After excluding from the network all documents
that were not grouped into a cluster, as well as very small clusters (with less than
1% of the documents), the final network comprised 4,709 documents, divided into
18 clusters. We subsequently analysed and interpreted each cluster based on (1) the
keywords that Quid identified as common for that cluster, and (2) the core articles
in each cluster. This allowed us to name and describe each cluster. We argue that the
18 clusters provide a good overview of how “collaboration” features in the English-
speaking online discourse, which of course is itself a product of the digital age. We
describe the clusters in the following.

Findings: Overview of the Clusters

The visualisation of the resulting network is shown in Fig. 1.1; it shows all 18 clusters
in different colours, as well as the percentages of the number of documents in each
cluster. We note that there are two main groups of clusters: those that represent more
generally conversations about collaboration as a, mostly digital, phenomenon (e.g.
‘how to collaborate’), and those that report more specifically on concrete collabo-
rative efforts, alliances and partnerships in various different industry sectors (e.g.
fashion, health care, government, fintech, etc.).

Clusters Revolving Around Digital Collaboration and Collaborative
Systems

We have grouped five clusters together, all of which are mostly concerned with
collaboration as the main topic (see Table 1.1 for an overview). Hence, topics in
these clusters revolve mainly around skills, practices, tools, systems and otherwise
the ‘how to’, benefits, and mechanics of collaboration as a phenomenon in the digital
age.

Firstly, we want to highlight a cluster we termed “The Future of Work and Digital
Transformation”, which is one of themost central clusters in the network, connecting
with most other clusters. This cluster contains conversations about collaboration in
the workplace, the use of technology to break down silos between organisational
units, implications of collaboration for productivity, specific collaboration skills, as
well as dedicated programs with collaboration at the centre, such as agile methodol-
ogy.

Secondly, there is one cluster that presents as an outlier, since it revolves very
specifically around “market research” on different matters of collaboration, chiefly
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Fig. 1.1 The network of 18 clusters visualising the “collaboration” conversation

the market for collaborative systems. Not surprisingly, the most common keyword
for documents in this cluster is the name of market research firm “Gartner”.

Three more clusters represent different conversations around specific classes of
collaboration tools, systems and platforms: “Cloud Collaboration systems and apps”
comprises articles with a focus on software-as-a-service collaboration platforms of
various kinds, many of which are also available as light-weight mobile apps, such
as Slack, Microsoft Teams, Atlassian’s Trello, Dropbox or various Google software.
“Web conferencing systems” comprises news and documents about audio, video, and
web conferencing systems with a strong focus on synchronous communication, such
as Google Hangout, Zoom, and Microsoft Skype. Finally, “Unified Communica-
tions infrastructures” comprises articles and news about professional multi-channel
communications infrastructures with a particular focus on telephony, as is appar-
ent from the brand names discussed: Cisco, Broadsoft, or Avaya. Together, these
three clusters represent the broad conversation around Enterprise Communication
and Collaboration Systems.
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Table 1.1 Clusters on collaborative systems, and collaboration as a topic

Cluster # of
docs

% of
docs
(%)

Important keywords Typical article

Future of Work &
Digital Transformation

237 5.0 Contributor, workplace,
organisation, workers,
silos, skills,
productivity, agile

“Innovation: who owns
it at your workplace?”

Market Research 115 2.4 Gartner, recommended
reading, content
collaboration, analysis,
publications

“Box Named a Leader
in the Gartner Content
Collaborations
Platforms Magic
Quadrant”

Cloud Collaboration
Systems & Apps

231 4.9 App, tool, chat, files
slack, Microsoft,
Dropbox, Trello,
Google, Atlassian

“How Twist aims to
compete against Slack
with its own approach
to collaboration”

Web Conferencing
Systems

252 5.4 Audio conferencing,
video collaboration,
conference room,
microphone, huddle,
hd, Zoom, Skype

“Whose Zoomin who?
Polycom is”

Unified
Communications

260 5.5 Unified
communications,
communications and
collaboration, contact
center, Cisco,
Broadsoft, Avaya

“BroadSoft Announces
New BroadSoft
UC-One SaaS
Solution”

Clusters with a Focus on Concrete Collaboration in Different Sectors

The second group shares as a characteristic that articles in these clusters report
predominantly on concrete collaborative arrangements among actors in different
industries and sectors. Again, this group falls into two sub groups, which are also
visually separated in the network. The first sub group, located to the right in Fig. 1.1,
comprises collaboration in the sciences and technology sectors, including computing,
AI, fintech, energy, biotech, and healthcare. The conversation in the second subgroup,
located to the left in Fig. 1.1, revolves around consumer goods and retail, including
fashion, food, music and entertainment. A different way of looking at the distinction
is that the first sub group is about research and supply-side collaboration, whereas
the second sub group is about marketing or demand-side collaboration.

We will not offer a detailed description of each of the clusters in Table 1.2, but
want to give some general observations. First of all, collaborative research and the
University sector feature quite strongly among those clusters, which is not surprising,
given how much work in the academic world relies on collaboration these days,
with many researchers working in cross-institutional, cross-disciplinary, and cross-
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industry projects. Secondly, health care features equally prominently, spanning the
“Scientific &Medical Research”, “Biotech &Medical startups” and “Health Care &
Patient Collaboration” sectors. This demonstrates the complexity of this field, and
the effort that currently goes into rebuilding health care globally, in the face of an
aging population in most Western countries. Thirdly, a number of high tech sectors
feature in this group of clusters, which does justice to the ways in which technology
is developed in often complex multi-stakeholder networks. And finally, we want to
highlight that the IT&Computing, aswell as the artificial intelligence related clusters
are located adjacent to the collaborative systems clusters, which is due to the fact
that these clusters revolve around similar groups of companies (Table 1.2).

The last sub group comprises four clusters, all of which have a strong focus
on partnerships between actors in customer-focused, demand-side collaboration;
accordingly, we refer to them as marketing alliances (Table 1.3). For example, in the
“Food & Hospitality Sectors” we find announcements about partnerships between
hotels or restaurants and emerging new craft breweries. In the “Fashion & Design
Sectors” we learn about various designers and fashion labels entering into collabora-
tive partnerships. Partnerships in “Music&Entertainment” are often aboutmusicians
collaborating on a recording project, or movie franchises partnering on a blockbuster
movie. Finally, we find a dedicated cluster about collaboration between celebrities
and consumer brands; a typical partnership constitutes the collaboration between a
make-up brand and an online influencer, such as Kim Kardashian.

In sum, our analysis of the global conversation revolving around “collaboration”
has unearthed a diverse set of clusters that represent quitewell, not only the threemain
facets of collaboration in the digital age: (1) the mechanics, tool-support and out-
comes of collaboration as a practice, (2) collaboration in various multi-stakeholder
arrangements across industries, as well as (3) the demand-side collaboration in indus-
tries focused on end consumers, but also the sectors that are currently most promi-
nently characterised by ongoing collaboration efforts. In the following, we will use
this platform to introduce the contributions in this volume.

Overview of the Book

We begin by noting that the three main groups of clusters we identified from our
semantic cluster analysis correspond loosely with the three parts of this volume:

1. The first part focuses on collaboration at thework and team level, with a particular
focus on the use of collaboration tools. For example, Chaps. 2, 5, 6, and 7 talk
directly to matters that fall within the “future of work and digital transformation”
cluster, such as coworking as novel work practice, as well as the skills needed for
collaborating in emerging virtual teams or the digital agemore broadly. Chapters
3 and 4 have at their core the adoption and use of enterprise social network
platforms, which fall into the “cloud collaboration systems & apps” cluster.
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Table 1.2 Clusters comprising concrete collaboration in research, science, and technology

Cluster # of
docs

% of
docs
(%)

Important keywords Typical article

Scientific & Medical
Research

472 10.0 Shares, drug, alliance
therapeutics, discovery,
cancer, pharmaceuticals

“Novartis Partners With
Harvard To Develop
Biomaterial Systems”

Education & University
Sector

201 4.3 Students, school,
education, learning,
college, classroom,
event, educators

“Flipped classroom
instruction for inclusive
learning”

Government & Public
Sector

336 7.1 Minister, Brexit, EU,
UK, government,
European, international,
nations

“India teams up with
World Bank to boost
healthcare sector”

Energy & Resources
Sector

333 7.1 Supply chain, supply,
oil, gas, plant,
production, energy,
logistics, construction

“Rio Tinto signs
collaboration
agreement with
Minmetals”

Biotech & Medical
Startups

225 4.8 Forward looking
statement, production
candidates, tsx,
cannabis, antibody,
venture

“Seattle Genetics and
Pieris Pharmaceuticals
Announce
Multi-Program
Immuno-Oncology
Collaboration”

Health Care & Patient
Collaboration

425 9.0 Care, health, patient,
study, practice,
physicians, findings,
analysis, evidence,
methods, clinical,
hospital

“Vidyo Integrates with
Allscripts
FollowMyHealth
Patient Engagement
Platform to Provide
High Quality Telehealth
Visits”

Fintech Sector 218 4.6 Fintech, banks,
blockchain, banking,
financial services,
payments, transactions

“German Asset
Management: A model
for collaboration”

Autonomous Vehicles,
IoT & A.I.

300 6.4 Vehicles, autonomous,
IoT, AI, car, driving,
electric, semiconductor,
machine learning

“Interview: Head Of
Volvo R&D On Uber
Collaboration And
Automaker’s
Autonomous Vehicle
Plans”

Computing and IT
Sector

251 5.3 Cyber security,
Sharepoint, lifecycle,
threats, Microsoft
azure, server, storage,
marketers

“New Box Admin
Experience Extends
Visibility and
Advanced Insights Into
Content, Collaboration
and Security”
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Table 1.3 Clusters comprising concrete collaboration in retail, marketing and advertising

Cluster # of
docs

% of
docs
(%)

Important keywords Typical article

Music & Entertainment
Sector

399 8.5 Music, song, album,
fans, track, singer,
billboard, twitter

“What’s Your Favorite
Demi Lovato
Collaboration? Vote!”

Fashion & Design
Sectors

296 6.3 Collection, fashion,
designer, pieces, brand,
shoes, stores, inspired,
style

“River Island launch
Holly Fulton designer
collaboration
range—and these are
our top picks”

Celebrities & Brand
Collaboration

95 2.0 Beauty, Kim
Kardashian, Kylie
Jenner, Instagram,
makeup, wearing,
cosmetics, fashion

“Quay eyewear taps
Kylie Jenner for new
sunglass collaboration”

Food & Hospitality
Sectors

63 1.3 Craft beer, special
edition, hotel, luxury,
guests, food, drink,
restaurants, flavors

“Hard Rock
International
Announces
Collaboration with GiG
to Build Online Casino”

2. The second part comprises chapters that discuss various forms inter-firm col-
laboration in networks and alliances in different sectors. Chapter 8 for example
discusses new cooperative arrangements for patients to share their health data,
and thus speaks directly to the “Health Care & Patient Collaboration” cluster.
Chapter 10 focuses on large project businesses, a common form of organising in
the construction, energy and resources sectors, while Chap. 11 discusses a par-
ticular form of cross sector collaboration in an academic, public sector-industry
arrangement for innovating in complex cross-country trade settings.

3. The third part focuses on digital commerce, the use of digital technology reshap-
ing retail and forms of collaborationwith end consumers. Chapter 14 for example
falls squarely within those clusters that focus on demand-side collaboration, as it
discusses new forms of digital retail practices, which can increasingly be found
in the fashion or entertainment industries.

In the following three subsections we will further unpack the three parts of the
volume and provide brief introductions to each chapter.

Part 1: Digital Work and Team Collaboration

Collaboration refers to a set of social practices; it is a phenomenon that always starts
with people and increasingly involves the use of various dedicated communication
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and collaboration technologies. New forms of collaboration in turn have the potential
to significantly change the ways in which we work and live, in teams, organisations,
and society more broadly. Naturally, in this first part of the book, we have grouped
together studies that investigate collaboration at the ‘micro level’, with a focus on
how people work together, how teams organise, how organisations take on board new
collaborative technologies, and how new forms of work in organisations proliferate.

In Chap. 2, Nathalie Mitev and colleagues report on their latest research into new
work practices in the collaborative economy that mushroomed on the back of new
digital collaboration technologies, as well as the kind of agile work practices popu-
larised by the high tech sector itself. The study sheds light on the relationship between
co-working spaces and the configuration of city workforces in terms of waged and
independent workers, such as entrepreneurs. The authors find that alternative work
spaces and new forms of work spur a change in employment patterns, whereby young
people in particular adopt more flexibility in moving between traditional and new
forms of work.

The next two chapters are dedicated to Enterprise Collaboration Systems (ECS)
within organisations, in particular the increasingly popular phenomenonofEnterprise
SocialNetworking (ESN). InChap. 3, Petra Schubert provides a detailed state-of-the-
art overview of the Enterprise Collaboration Systems space. Firstly, she outlines the
transition of collaborative technologies frommore traditional groupware software to
social networking platforms and discusses which characteristics and features make
such systems “social”. Secondly, the author outlines the unique challenges of imple-
menting ECS. She argues that ECS require very different techniques compared to
traditional enterprise systems. This is due to their malleable nature and their need to
be shaped through use. Finally, the author consolidates case study research under-
taken in 20 organisations to derive a framework of archetypes of ECS uses. The
framework provides a timely overview of the practical usefulness of such systems.

Chapter 4 builds on the previous one and hones in on the topic of Enterprise Social
Network adoption in organisations. Specifically, Kai Riemer and Ella Hafermalz
investigate the challenging role of the so-called community manager, a person tasked
with the roll-out and adoption of ESN in their organisation, who finds themselves
“stuck in the middle” between management expectations, who demand successful
adoption, and those of workers who have to make sense of this new technology. A
case study of an inter-organisational ESN where community managers are able to
strategize with each other in a safe space provides unique insight into this role in the
process of ESN adoption.

The next two chapters both deal with the challenges and practices of virtual,
geographically dispersed teams. The first of those, Chap. 5 byRussell Haines, Nadine
Vehring and Malte Kramer, takes on the problem of awareness in virtual teams.
Unlike co-located ones, virtual teams have to invest effort and develop practices
to create and maintain awareness of each other’s whereabouts and activities. The
authors find that maintaining awareness goes beyond improving coordination and
has a significant additional effect on a team’s social motivation through increased
feelings of connectedness.
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Chapter 6, by Mary Beth Watson-Manheim, is dedicated to the unseen and unac-
counted for effort required to perform work in virtual collaboration. It builds on the
insight that successful collaboration takes dedicated, skilful, and time-consuming
work. This is true for co-located settings, but even more so for virtual teams where
people do not share the same physical environment. Members of virtual teams have
to expend much additional effort to stay connected to each other and coordinate joint
tasks. They need to engage in, what the author terms ‘articulation work’, work that
allows actual work to occur successfully.

The final chapter of the first part (Chap. 7), written by Camilla Noonan, Séamas
Kelly and Geoff Pelham, tackles an important aspect of successful collaborative
work—a coaching style of management that contrasts with a more conventional
directive style of management found in more hierarchical settings. Based on a case
study of a UK social housing organisation, the authors unpack in detail the practices
involved in bringing about a genuine coaching style of management, and how these
practices helped re-shape broader cultural practices within the organisation. The
insights provided by this work are useful for any organisation that wants to transition
to a more open and collaborative work culture.

Part 2: Digital Networks and Inter-organisational
Collaboration

Collaboration extends beyond the inter-personal level to collaboration between busi-
nesses, organisations, and other legal entities. Technology enables the emergence
of new forms of transactions and activities between organisations that require new
forms of cooperation and the reconfiguration of inter-organisational network con-
stellations. In the second part of the book, authors take a closer look at various novel
forms of inter-organisational collaboration, in citizen cooperatives, sharing economy
networks, large project organisations, and supply chain ‘living labs’. They investi-
gate how incentives between players in such networks are distributed to achieve
sustainable and equitable outcomes, as well as how we can arrive at new network
forms of organisation, new ways of collaborating and of distributing value within
inter-organisational networks in the first place.

Chapter 8 by Joan Rodon Mòdol, delves deep into emerging issues of collecting
and re-using of personal data in the health care sector. The author identifies the need
to rethink the way in which we commonly organise access to and use highly sensitive
data. He shows that existingmodels of personal data reuse fail to balance the interests
of public and private health providers with that of individuals, because those models
do not guarantee that subjects have a say over how their personal data is re-used. As
a potential solution the author proposes a new collaborative network form, which
he terms ‘data cooperatives’. Data cooperatives offer a new logic of cooperation,
in that subjects voluntarily pool their personal data and, importantly, participate in
the governance of its re-use. While grounded in the health care sector this model
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in principle offers insights into the collaborative use of ‘big data’ in society more
broadly.

The topic of Chap. 9, by Theresia Theurl and Eric Meyer, is the sharing, or gig
economy. Using transaction cost economics, the authors begin by demonstrating the
reasons for why the sharing economy emerges, why people increasingly both ‘share’
or ‘rent’ certain assets such as cars or living space, instead of owning them outright.
Yet the core of their argument revolves around questioning critically how interests
in this new form of collaborative consumption are currently balanced, given that the
most prominent examples, such as Uber or AirBnb, represent increasingly powerful
platforms that use sophisticated algorithms to organise activity between platform
participants. While lowering transaction costs, the authors argue that such platforms
come with new dependencies, because they tend to become monopolies over time
that exploit their dominant position at the expense of platform users. Again, the
authors find a potential solution in cooperatives as an organisational form, whereby
the platform is owned by its users, thus significantly rebalancing the users’ position
in the network.

In Chap. 10, Klaus Backhaus and Ulf König investigate particularly interesting,
and rather mature forms of inter-organisational collaboration: large project busi-
nesses, often employed in the construction, energy and resources sectors, and for
large-scale civil engineering projects. The authors find that this sector is undergoing a
revolution on the back of increased collaboration and digitization. They uncover how
three trends drive changes: negotiation of contracts using software agents, changes in
the ways in which governance is organised, and the adoption of digital collaboration
tools that alter the way in which business partners collaborate on a day-to-day basis.

Chapter 11, written by authors from the European research project consortium
ITAIDE, reports on experiences with the first supply chain “living lab”, established
to “analyse and improve complex cross-border trade and logistics challenges using
innovative information technology”. The living lab idea follows the insight that real-
life experimentation is needed for developing and testing innovative technology to
change large-scale institutional networks, such as in cross-border trade. The article
reports on the main learning from the Beer Living Lab, which reveals the importance
of continuous negotiation and sense-making, and knowledge broking and establish-
ing close working relationships for making living labs successful.

The final chapter in this part extends and deepens the thinking of the previous
one. In Chap. 12, Kai Reimers and Robert B. Johnston present the notion of “living
infrastructure” as a way to challenge the established understanding of infrastructure
as a material system that merely coordinates the activities of diverse practices. When
understood genuinely as ‘living’, infrastructure constitutes an ‘opening’ of socio-
material practices, where complex social interactions, such as those in health care,
are able to productively and continuously change and thrive over time. The authors
present nothing less than a fundamental rethinking of how we can understand gen-
erative, or creative, change in complex, inter-organisational social settings.
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Part 3: Digital Commerce and Consumer Experience

The final part of our book covers ‘digital commerce’, the ways in which digital tech-
nologies re-configure transactions and relationships between businesses and con-
sumers, in particular in retail. This section contains two chapters, each dealing with
one of the most relevant digital commerce aspects: (1) online search, which has
fundamentally changed the way in which consumers make decisions about what
and where to purchase, and (2) the combination of traditional and digital ways of
interacting with consumers in hybrid retail models.

In Chap. 13, Christopher P. Holland revisits the broad body of theories from
different disciplines that explain consumer search behaviour. The author argues that
in order to do justice to the often ad hoc and haphazard ways in which consumers
search, a bricolage model that combines different search theories will best be able to
make sense of and explain actual search behaviour in digital commerce.

In the final chapter of the book (Chap. 14), Jörg Becker and colleagues, take on
the challenges that traditional “high street” retailers face in adopting and integrating
digital technologies in order to compete with dedicated digital commerce retailers.
The authors present ways for such bricks and mortar retailers to adopt digital com-
merce through making use of alliances and digital platform ecosystems, in which
“retailers join forces to provide digital touchpoints and boundary-spanning service
to the customer”. The paper brings to life the topic through a hypothetical compar-
ison in the near future of two cities in which retailers have each adopted different
strategies towards digital commerce.
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Chapter 2
Co-working Spaces, Collaborative
Practices and Entrepreneurship

Nathalie Mitev, Francois-Xavier de Vaujany, Pierre Laniray, Amélie Bohas
and Julie Fabbri

Introduction

The current transformation of work and society is taking multiple forms: globalisa-
tion (Giddens, 2000), the growth of entrepreneurship, independent work, telework
and mobility (Raffaele & Connell, 2016), digital nomads (Gussekloo & Jacobs,
2016), self-production, value co-creation and social innovation (Bizzarri, 2014).
Entrepreneurs and independent workers are assembled and disassembled, depending
onmarket demand and on-going projects. Beyond the logic of a peripheral jobmarket
and firms outsourcing their activities, digital, legal and organisational structures are
also aggregating and disaggregating. Digital transformation, new workspaces and
project management are facilitating this evolution and collaborative co-working has
the potential of creating a new kind of economy that supports community and innova-
tion (Davies & Tollervey, 2013). Tounes and Fayolle (2006) argue that entrepreneurs
are mobilised culturally and socially during periods of economic turmoil and social
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change. Merkel (2015) states that co-working spaces can be regarded “as a new form
of urban social infrastructure enabling contacts and collaborations between people,
ideas and connecting places”. In order to understand this evolution, we explore the
emergence and practices of collaborative spaces, communities and movements.

We define collaborative communities as collectives of individual entrepreneurs,
project workers and managers who build lasting collaborations in order to share
practices. They consist of co-workers, makers, ‘fabbers’ and hackers who rely on
digital infrastructures, collaborative spaces and places, and temporal structures. Their
work is less easily defined than traditional work or occupational communities whose
boundaries and identities they often question. We describe research carried out in
several European cities to understand better these collaborative communities and
movements in the context of digital work transformation. We suggest that policy
decision-makers move from policies for to policies through collaborative communi-
ties and collaborative spaces.

A specific concern is the border between waged employment and entrepreneur-
ship, and we found that new work practices make this border more and more
porous, as illustrated by the emergence of professional trajectories based on alternate
entrepreneurship. We also found that waged workers in traditional organisations not
only suffer from stress but from boredom (Sundsted, Jones, &Bacigalupo, 2009). For
the last 15 years or so,work practices have been transformed through the collaborative
economy and new forms of collaboration. We explore the implications for workers
and individuals, work collectives, social movements, and urban and societal dynam-
ics. For individual workers, collaborative work spaces can lead to new competences,
prospects, and sometimes new lives. For communities, collectives are important in
work transformations. In the collaborative economy, entrepreneurship, independent
work and mobility fragment working lives: belonging to a community becomes vital
in providing practical, professional, identity andmost importantly emotional support.
A community can help address a crisis of meaning, fight boredom and loneliness for
entrepreneurs. Finally social movements such as hackers/makers display governance
and regulation models which can be of value to traditional organisations and public
policy-makers.

Since the 1990s, digital actors-entrepreneurs have contributed business models
disruptive of national and local interests. They endeavour to be actors in the city and
many start-ups address citizens and communities through their extended value co-
creation processes. They are often located in third spaces, such as WeWork,1 which
are reinventing ways to gather and aggregate workplaces, co-working and co-living
practices in many cities,2 disrupting the system of production of legitimate actors
and discourses in the city. Beyond the sustainable, equitable and ethical aspects of
digitally-based businessmodels, collaborative spaces could have a role to play as they
are at the heart of the city and its communities. Pressure now centres on individual
activities and projects, where incentives to innovate have become stronger, through

1https://www.wework.com/.
2See for instance the support of the former Mayor of London for the Fish Island Village project:
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/adi-gaskell/londons-leading-role-as-a_b_9367478.html.

https://www.wework.com/
http://www.huffingtonpost.com/adi-gaskell/londons-leading-role-as-a_b_9367478.html
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continuously evolving digital assemblages. However, this can only be maintained
through communities which are difficult to envisage in a context where consumption
and production take place primarily in homes and on the move.

This chapter offers a synthesis of empirical research carried out in 2014–16 by the
Research Group on Collaborative Spaces (RGCS3). It is an international informal
network of researchers interested in newwork practices in the context of the collabo-
rative economy with the aim of exploring collaborative spaces and communities. We
engaged with entrepreneurs-makers and co-working space members through a series
of visits, seminars and working groups on new work practices and work spaces in
several major cities. Our overall purpose is to gain an understanding of practices and
discourses about entrepreneurship, new innovative places, third-places and collab-
orative movements in cities and their public territorial policies linked to innovative
places and collaborative spaces.

Our empiricalmaterial consists of field notes and documents from seminars,work-
shops and visits and an online questionnaire (378 respondents), involving approxi-
mately 1000 people in 8 cities (Paris, London, Montreal, Lyon, Grenoble, Barcelona,
Amsterdam and Berlin). Seminars and meetings were carried out, and participants
also communicate through a collaborative platform, a blog and Twitter. Some sem-
inars were run inside collaborative spaces; participants included practitioners such
as managers of and workers in third-places, members of collaborative communities
and representatives of public city organizations.

This chapter is based on these events and encounters and some of the online ques-
tionnaire results. We first briefly review the rise of co-working spaces, their features
and relationship to independent workers and entrepreneurs; we then present our find-
ings according to the individual, community and societal levels of work practices
associated to the collaborative economy and their spatial and temporal aspects. To
conclude we highlight the need for better coordination between public actors, and
between public actors and collaborative communities. Collaborative communities
require a stronger coupling of public policies and should be seen at the heart of
economic, educational, industrial and cultural policies targeting the city, aiming at
collaborating and sharing.

3See RGCS website at https://collaborativespacesstudy.wordpress.com/a-propos/ email at collabo-
rativespaces@gmail.com and Twitter @collspaces. This research is the result of a collaborative ini-
tiative and did not benefit from any public or private funding.We thank Sebastien Lorenzini, Gregor
Bouville, Stefan Haefliger and Helene Bussy-Socrate for their help in designing the questionnaire.
We also wish to thank all the RGCS local coordinators for their help in organising seminars, work-
shops and visits, in particular Stefan Haefliger, Julie Fabbri, Viviane Sergi, Annie Camus, Anna
Glaser, Pierre Laniray, Anouk Mukherjee, Fabrice Periac, Sabine Carton, David Vallat, Boukje
Cnossen and Paula Ungureanu.

https://collaborativespacesstudy.wordpress.com/a-propos/
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The Rise of Co-working Spaces

Beyond Co-working Spaces: Diverse Third Places

The number of co-working spaces in the world multiplied 32 times between 2007
and 2013.4 According to Ross and Ressia (2015) they are a highly relevant area of
research in relation to the future of work in an era of deregulated labour markets,
telework and rapid technological change. The term ‘co-working’ appeared from the
first time in the literature in a 1999 article by Bernie DeKoven (2002), a video games
designer, as the phenomenon of “working together as equals” in a workspace and
Spinuzzi (2012) defines it as “working alone together”.

Raffaele and Connell (2016) state that telecommuting has increased exponentially
in recent years: The US has one of the highest rates of telecommuting adoption
in the world, with approximately 16 million US employees working from home
at least 1 day per month—about 10% of all employees. In Australia, it has been
estimated that in 2013, 5.6 million adult Australians aged 18 years and over were
‘digital workers’, representing 51% of the total employed workforce. They argue
that co-working practices have the potential to overcome some of the issues that
telecommuting poses both from individual and organisational perspectives.

Co-working spaces are also regarded as ‘serendipity accelerators’, designed to
“host creative people and entrepreneurs who endeavour to break isolation and find
a convivial environment that favours meetings and collaboration” (Moriset, 2014).
According to William van den Broeck, cofounder of the Mutinerie5 co-working
space in Paris, co-working spaces are “a sustainable and clearly identified solu-
tion for entrepreneurs and freelancers looking to build a network and collaborate
with like-minded people”. For example, Hurry (2012) found in his qualitative study
that owners and users of the Canadian Halifax hub6 felt that it decreased isolation,
offered networking opportunities, supported bootstrapping functions, and assisted
with ideation and productivity. He concludes that co-working “could function as
a platform for social engineering and activism through leveraging its networking
capabilities to fully engage with the community, positively affecting the economic
viability of the local area”.

A main characteristic of co-working places is a physical workspace, but their
members often refer to a place, a time, a community. As well as a workspace, co-
workers are looking for a ‘third place’, described by Oldenburg (1989, p. 16) as a
place hosting “the regular, voluntary, informal, and happily anticipated gatherings
of individuals beyond the realms of home and [corporations].” Indeed, these places
represent more than cheap working spaces and co-working is often associated with a
strong attachment to a space and emotional support (Gerdenitsch, Scheel, Andorfer,
& Korunka, 2016). Spreitzer, Bacevice, and Garrett (2015) found that people who

4https://www.bureauxapartager.com/blog/le-24-mai-rangez-vos-bureaux/.
5http://mutinerie.org/.
6http://thehubhalifax.ca/.

https://www.bureauxapartager.com/blog/le-24-mai-rangez-vos-bureaux/
http://mutinerie.org/
http://thehubhalifax.ca/
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use co-working spaces see their work as meaningful, they have more job control and
they feel part of a community.

Reflecting this need, their members have over time increased in diversity. Users
of co-working spaces include a wide range of actors. Large companies enable their
teleworkers or teams of teleworkers to use them; SMEs may use them in a closed
(e.g. using a whole floor) or open space fashion (sharing the space with other SMEs,
for example a small communication agency at Coworking Republic7); co-workers
and individuals in small groups (around 10 people), who can be said to be ‘micro’
organisations; or a range of independent workers, freelancers, micro-entrepreneurs,
contract staff, students, the unemployed, seniors, mobile workers and teleworkers,
trainees, ‘indie’ workers, small businesses, non-profit workers (DeGuzman & Tang,
2011) and many others. Holienka and Racek (2015) found that members of co-
working spaces are mostly young professionals, predominantly men, who act as
small businesses with the dominance of IT, creative and knowledge-intensive areas;
that the perceived benefits are often the reason for selecting specific co-working
spaces; and that the general satisfaction rate among co-working members is very
high. However, they also signal that “co-working members may lack in ability to
benefit from knowledge exchange and access to job/business opportunities”.

The Paradox of Community-Building

Co-working spaces also represent a paradox. Indeed, co-working is associated with
flexibility and mobility due to ongoing organisational and work transformations and
the disappearance of a traditional workplace (Pennel, 2013; Dale & Burrell, 2007)
and the rise of flexible independent activities. Nevertheless, extending “the times
and spaces of work into ever more aspects of everyday life (…) simultaneously
attempts to obscure this colonisation” (Massey, 1995). Gandini (2015) also offers
a critical review of the spread of co-working into a “buzzword with increasingly
high expectations concerning the improvement of the socio-economic conditions of
workers in the knowledge economy” and warns that it is important to interpret the
co-working phenomenon in the landscape of the knowledge labour market, as it is
connoted with the expectation of being the new and only model of work.

But simultaneously, there is an expressed need by co-workers to go beyond an
‘office to rent’, and belong to a social group or community; how can a community
develop a more permanent identity in a context of constant fluidity? Leaderless
communities have been discussed by Brafman and Beckstrom (2006) as:

• Self-organising, describing the capability of individuals to choose various ways
of functioning and their level of autonomy and responsibility;

• Care of each other;
• Sense of ownership;
• Integration of new members.

7http://coworkingrepublic.com/.

http://coworkingrepublic.com/
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Creating a social link is the challenge, but also maintaining and nurturing both
strong and weak links leading to a sense of belonging to a community. Co-working
spaces are an interesting recent new development in which to explore the potential
for such community-building and collaboration.

Furthermore, in Westernised societies of the global North, many once-
foundational jobs have been resigned to the past, are in short supply or have been
dispatched offshore. According to Butcher (2016) “a new spirit of entrepreneurial-
ism has emerged to fill the void”. He argues that co-working can sustain citizens’
entrepreneurial identity and help construct a “symbolic expression of unconven-
tional and anti-organisational work” (i.e. in opposition to neoliberal and bureaucratic
organisations). Co-working spaces are therefore particularly relevant to d’Andria and
Gabarret (2017)’s argument that the entrepreneur can no longer be seen as solitary
but as embedded in society, and their stress on the importance of networks of social
relations to develop entrepreneurship.

Additionally, there is a growing recognitionof agglomerations as key to supporting
economic growth and the importance of cities in growth processes. Reuschke,Mason,
Syrett, andVanHam (2015) have studied business and household decisions in relation
to business strategies, notably how household characteristics and strategy influence
the development of new business and business growth in cities. However, they state
that, at both theoretical and policy levels “there has been a disjuncture between
perspectives on how people work, start-up businesses and innovate”.

Co-working and Entrepreneurship

Indeed, there is limited, if growing, literature on the role of co-working spaces for
entrepreneurs. vanWeele, VanRijnsoever, and Steinz (2014) claim that “although the
number of incubators, accelerators, co-working spaces and science parks is rapidly
increasing around the world, little academic attention has been paid to the start-up
communities that these initiatives create.” They respond to recently made calls for
in-depth research in a study of start-up communities in three cities in Australia, a
country that has seen a rapid growth in entrepreneurial activity. They found that
“incubators and co-working spaces have an influence by introducing community
managers and selection processes and creating optimal circumstances for start-up
communities to prosper”.

Next we outline recent workwhich is striving to explore links between third places
and entrepreneurship in various parts of the world, from quantitative to qualitative
perspectives, and related to a range of issues such as: measuring entrepreneurial
orientation and economic outcomes, studying urban ecosystems and entrepreneurial
spatial distribution, the development of entrepreneurial social skills and learning pro-
cesses, hackerspaces governance mechanisms, makerspaces and innovative thinking
and knowledge sharing.
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Co-working and Entrepreneurial Orientation

Gertner and Mack (2017) explore the differences in the ‘entrepreneurial orientation’
of different types of business support to entrepreneurs such as incubators, accelerators
and co-working spaces and their results showvariations related to their organisational
context and suggest indicators for measuring different dimensions of entrepreneurial
orientation. In a study of entrepreneurial hacker and co-working spaces Assenza
(2015) examines how space, defined not only as physical space, but also as social
context, and as a conceptual space within which production occurs, can contribute
to new venture creation and offers a model for empirical measurement of interaction
between spatial configuration and ultimate economic outcomes.

Co-working Entrepreneurs in Urban and Rural Spaces

In a qualitative study and survey of urban high tech entrepreneurs in Munich, Marx
(2016) related co-working spaces functionally and spatially in the city, and the impor-
tance of co-working as a new paradigm of work for the entrepreneurs. He shows that
numerous actors, big companies, universities and co-working operators, contribute
in different ways to the positive development of the start-up scene in this dynamic
ecosystem and that the spatial distribution of entrepreneurial activities is particularly
taken into account.

Fuzi (2015) carried out an empirical exploration inWales in theUKofwhether co-
working spaces can promote entrepreneurship in regions with sparse entrepreneurial
environments by “creating the hard infrastructure particularly designed in such a
way that the soft infrastructure necessary for entrepreneurship can also emerge”.
She found that these spaces provide support (moral, emotional, professional, finan-
cial) and facilities (infrastructure) to enable entrepreneurs to start and grow their
businesses.

Co-working and Network Skills

Drawing on ethnographic data gathered in a large case study of co-working spaces
in Australia, Waters-Lynch and Potts (2017) demonstrate that the “main margin of
value a co-working space provides is not price competition with serviced offices, or a
more pleasant environment thanworking at home, but a focal point for finding people,
ideas and other resources when you lack the information necessary for coordination.”
Burret and Pierre (2014) examined how the co-working space La Muse in Geneva8

helped develop entrepreneurs’ social skills. They found that this type of organisation
enabled the emergence of a peer network effect; this stimulates “the development of
their abilities and their level of engagement in their project, as well as the opportunity
to affect its development through interaction without significant start-up capital”. In

8http://www.la-muse.ch/coworking/geneve/.

http://www.la-muse.ch/coworking/geneve/
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her qualitative doctoral study of three co-working spaces in Paris, Fabbri (2015)
found that, as well as improving knowledge transfer, belonging to a co-working
space increased entrepreneurs’ credibility and provided them with access to partners
through a ‘labelling’ and ‘window’ effect.

Co-working and Learning Processes

Bouncken and Reuschl (2016) show that entrepreneurial performance improves by
the learning processes among co-working users that take upon the individual efficacy,
trust and community among co-working users. They also warn that opportunism,
often as knowledge leakage, will directly and indirectly spoil learning processes
and entrepreneurial performance as it reduces their antecedents trust and community
building. Allen (2017) studied hackerspaces and hackers as ‘proto-entrepreneurs’
and uncovered private governance mechanisms such as graduated social ostracism,
collective action processes and nested hierarchies of rules. He concludes that “hack-
erspace anarchy may be a comparatively efficient institutional solution to the earliest
stages of the entrepreneurial innovation problem compared to firms, markets and
states.”

In an exploration of makerspaces in different countries and how they contribute
to business generation and sustainment, Van Holm (2015) also found that the maker
movement presents multiple avenues to increase access to tools, with potential for
impacts on the quantity and nature of entrepreneurship. It attracts more individuals
into product design, and thus may launch more “accidental entrepreneurs”. It also
creates “dense but diverse networks, creating new ideas and innovative thinking (…)
lowers the costs for prototyping, making early sales and acquiring outside funding
more realistic”.

Co-working and Knowledge Sharing

Soerjoatmodjo, Bagasworo, Joshua, Kalesaran, and van den Broek (2015) explore
how knowledge sharing occurs in co-working spaces through semi-structured inter-
views with entrepreneurs from small and medium enterprises who are users of two
co-working spaces in Jakarta. Occurring informally and voluntarily, and motivated
by personal and business development, knowledge sharing amongst entrepreneurs
in these co-working spaces involves donating and collecting tacit knowledge, shared
around points of interaction such as pantry/kitchenette and coffee-makers and during
lunch and/or afternoon coffee breaks, and endorsed through community culture for-
mally declared in membership agreement and promoted by co-working space hosts.
Knowledge not shared in these co-working spaces is trade secret-related. Subjects
also admit that they refrain from sharing knowledge to direct competitors and knowl-
edge sharing is also discouraged when the majority of available tables are dominated
by particular companies.
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Different Co-working Spaces Business Models: From
Convenience Sharing to Collaborative Community-Building

Co-working spaces can be categorised into various forms. Some of the first actors
were associations which initiated and participated in their development, opening
them to the general public and becoming legitimate representatives of this movement
through labels and certifications; for example the association Actipôle 219; or partic-
ipative ‘collectives’10 such as the cooperative Tiers Lieux,11 which set up collective
spaces for mainly independent workers in a spirit of co-opetition and community-
building, with the aim of opening civic spaces for debate. Maker spaces (Dougherty,
2012; Hatch, 2013) and fab labs (Diez, 2012) are typical of this movement with the
aim of empowering the “collective mind” and “redefining the future of production
for mankind and its relation with the environment” and reshaping and reconfiguring
“new models of production and creation” (Diez, 2012).

Traditional organisations have paid attention to the co-working phenomenon, as
indicated by Pompa (2017) who shows how using digital platforms and co-working
spaces may facilitate a company’s human resource management and assist the work
of HR managers, especially with the conception and implementation of recruitment
and motivational processes.

Institutional actors such as local authorities, regional councils or universities have
financed spaces, partially or entirely. For example, the Mairie de Paris12 has created
19 spaces for student-entrepreneurs; the University of Paris-Saclay13 has set up 7
innovation fab labs. Lumley (2014, see alsoWinkler, Saltzman, & Yang, 2016, about
the rise of the ‘entrepreneurial university’) reports on a co-working project in a cam-
pus library to create a space to encourage student, faculty, and entrepreneur collab-
oration and interaction while demonstrating the economic value of the library. Frick
(2015) describes key government initiatives in Norway to establish public incubators
and co-working spaces to provide the necessary infrastructure for entrepreneurs to
succeed with their innovations.

More broadly, Bouncken, Clauss, and Reuschl (2016) state that limited under-
standing exists on how coworking-space providers can design their business models
for the differing user demands and their business models. They suggest “four layers
of value creation and several value capture approaches to configure their business
models along a continuum from rather basic efficiency-centered to novelty-centred
full-service business models”. Castilho and Quandt (2017) explore the development
of collaborative capability in co-working spaces, as perceived by the main stake-
holders in fourteen co-working spaces, located in six Asian countries, involving 31
stakeholders. Their results indicate that “convenience sharing” co-working spaces

9http://actipole21.org/en/.
10http://www.le-50.fr/tag/coworking-reseau-collaboratif-collectif-participatif/.
11https://coop.tierslieux.net/.
12https://api-site-cdn.paris.fr/images/94119.
13https://www.universite-paris-saclay.fr/fr/les-fablabs.

http://actipole21.org/en/
http://www.le-50.fr/tag/coworking-reseau-collaboratif-collectif-participatif/
https://coop.tierslieux.net/
https://api-site-cdn.paris.fr/images/94119
https://www.universite-paris-saclay.fr/fr/les-fablabs
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are mostly related to knowledge sharing and supporting collective action towards
an effective execution, whereas ‘community building’ co-working spaces are more
related to enhancing a creative field and supporting individual actions for collec-
tive results, showing a clear influence of a collaboration capability in ‘community
building’ spaces.

However, the market for co-working spaces has now exploded and private, global
enterprises, banks, real estate or investors are capitalising on the trend. Frick (2015)
states that rapid changes took place in Norway when private companies started their
own hubs. This is leading to competitive pressures and, according to some, “indus-
trialising the market and losing the original values of the co-working movement”
(Co-working Manager Interview, June 2016 in Dandoy, 2016).

Methodology

The RGCS network started in June 2014 and after two years of activities included
groups in 8 cities, with around 1000 people participating in events organised by core
members. The profiles of participants are varied: academics in management, eco-
nomics, sociology, political sciences, design, ergonomics, architecture, urban stud-
ies; managers and owners of third spaces; consultants in organisational design and
strategy; open innovation managers and project managers; representatives of public
institutions such as boroughs, town halls, municipalities, regional councils, univer-
sities, urban conurbations; students, representatives of civic society and associative
movements.

52 events were organised, such as seminars, workshops and meetings in cities in
6 countries (Paris, Lyon and Grenoble in France, London in the UK, Montreal in
Canada, Barcelona in Spain, Amsterdam in Holland, and Berlin in Germany) with
a range of participants, usually combining practitioners and academics. Before or
after these events and on other occasions, visits of 82 co-working spaces, maker
spaces, fab labs and hacker spaces took place in 8 countries (Paris, Lille and Lyon
in France, London in the UK, Montreal in Canada, Berlin in Germany, Barcelona in
Spain, Lisbon in Portugal, Singapore and Sydney in Australia). A demonstration in
Berlinwas organised in July 2016.14 These events provided uswith the opportunity to
meet and talk to a large number of entrepreneurs and co-workers. 46 semi-structured
interviews with managers of and workers in collaborative spaces were carried out
in 10 countries (Germany, England, Australia, Canada, Spain, US, France, Italy,
Portugal, Singapore), 1450 photos and 30 short films of collaborative spaces and
their surroundings were taken, and 900 pages of field notes were produced by a
number of RGCS members. The material gathered allowed us to compare a range of
spatial designs, business models, work practices, city dynamics and public policies.

14See #visualizinghacking.
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Fig. 2.1 Professional status
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Fig. 2.2 Gender and professional status

Based on these activities, discussions, encounters and exchanges, RGCS published
various online documents to report to its participants and beyond.15

This chapter is based on the analysis of these activities and of an online survey
carried out in May 2016. The questionnaire can be found on the RGCS website16

and focuses on new work practices and collaborative spaces. The target was recent
graduates as we thought this category may include a higher proportion of young
entrepreneurs and/or workers with experience of collaborative spaces. This target-
ing was opportunistic, no scientific sampling was intended. We gained access to
alumni email databases from our RGCS academic contacts in three major cities,
London, Paris and Montreal. We received approximately 1500 responses, but only
processed 378 responses in an initial analysis, by selecting a sample based on age
(21–30 years old) and academic qualifications—people who had studied in at least
two countries, which we thought could be more likely to have adopted new work
practices. This sample includes tele-workers, co-workers and most are in permanent
employment. Permanent and non-permanent workers represent 63% of this sample,
whereas entrepreneurs and independent workers 15% (see Fig. 2.1).Men andwomen
are almost equally represented in each category (see Fig. 2.2).

15https://halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/halshs-01426513/document.
16https://collaborativespacesstudy.files.wordpress.com/2016/10/synthese_des_recherches_rgcs_2
015_2016_vff.pdf see pp. 25–34.

https://halshs.archives-ouvertes.fr/halshs-01426513/document
https://collaborativespacesstudy.files.wordpress.com/2016/10/synthese_des_recherches_rgcs_2015_2016_vff.pdf
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Fig. 2.3 Three levels of analysis of new work practices in the collaborative economy

The focus of the questionnaire was work transformation and collaborative spaces
and it included filter questions to identify individualswith experience of collaborative
spaces in order to probe them further. Our aim was to gain an understanding at the
following three different levels (see Fig. 2.3). At the individual level, we wanted
to elicit people’s viewpoints about their current work practices in relation to their
professional status, positions and activities. The community level (e.g. co-workers,
managers or owners of co-working spaces) was important to consider the collective
aspects of work practices. At the societal level, we aimed to gain insights into any
social movement thinking underlying the emergence of these working practices,
for instance from hackers/makers/fabbers, and their implications for communities
and public policies. For each level, we paid attention to the spatial and temporal
dimensions of work practices: space-time, i.e. how personal and collective time is
managed; space-place, i.e. how third spaces organise space; and space-territory, i.e.
whether and how third spaces are embedded in a city and their networks.
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Findings

Field Notes, June 2014, London Technology Week17

We are attending this exhibition, it is early in the morning. I am taking photos
and filming short video clips of visitors arriving through the main entrance.
There are hundreds, thousands of people. An entire city is pouring into these
old industrial wharves; I am listening to a group of 3 people nearby, talking
about their start-up. I realise that most of these thousands of individuals are
entrepreneurs. Only a few are waged workers, in the digital or IT industry,
public relations, marketing or communication. This is a trigger for me, proba-
bly experienced by RGCS participants and other academics. Beyond statistics
and a frame of mind, this is becoming tangible: work is being transformed,
entrepreneurship is spreading and becoming commonplace, together with a
culture of ‘doing’. A few days later I attend an event in Shoreditch, which I
do not recognize from 15 years ago. All around me there are new co-working
spaces, entrepreneurs, hipsters; the atmosphere is playful and jolly. Exchanging
glances with some people I can sense that there probably is another side to this
coin, a less glamourous reality, but the seeds are planted.Many questions spring
to my mind: is our university teaching still adapted to this evolution? Does
our understanding of entrepreneurship correspond to this reality? Can we still
delegate this transversal and manifold competence to a single ‘entrepreneur-
ship’ colleague or course? Is our teaching reference point, the enterprise rather
than assembled entrepreneurs, still relevant? What about our research in man-
agement? Have enterprises, big and small, understood the challenges of this
transformation?Have citizens, beyondmedia reports and fears, realisedwhat is
happening? Despite these questionings, it is worth remembering that the large
majority of workers are still in waged employment. For instance, out of 25.8
million workers in France, 22.8 million are waged (INSEE, 2014). Common
products are still made in large numbers by traditional firms, far away from fab
labs and maker spaces. Will future changes come from enterprises themselves,
or from urban collaborative communities? (RGCS Academic).

17https://londontechweek.com/.

https://londontechweek.com/


28 N. Mitev et al.

Individual Work Practices: Waged Versus Independent
Employment?

New Professional Trajectories

Commonly found views in the media and management worlds (e.g. human resource
management, see Pompa, 2017) tend to oppose thewagedworker-follower-performer
to the entrepreneur-innovator-creator. Accordingly, there are only two incompatible
life choices, ‘being’ a waged worker or ‘becoming’ an entrepreneur. The latter are
adventurous, operate in loose communities and multiple projects, take risks and have
precarious lives. On the other hand, the former benefit from job security, attachment
to an organisation, social status, and the comfort of a stable role and hierarchical
structures. Entrepreneurs, and independent non-waged workers at large, are seen as
an unavoidable solution to the economic crisis—also argued by some as due to a
lack of entrepreneurial spirit and freedom. Current issues such as universal income,
the ‘uberisation’ of economies and digital transformation (with some well paid big
data workers but many less secure ‘pickers’ and software analysts down the chain)
have instigated a rather dichotomous debate about waged and independent workers.
The question of ‘forced’ entrepreneurship and independent work was frequently
discussed in our workshops and seminars in many places. According to the Global
Entrepreneurship Monitor (2017) reports, around 40% of entrepreneurs who have
created a company had no real choice: their job searches were unsuccessful, they
were fired, ‘span off’, or more or less forced to become intrapreneurs. We are not
contesting these figures but our findings paint a more nuanced picture.

People in our seminars and workshops, especially in London and Paris, discussed
time and professional trajectories (past and planned) extensively; many young people
do not oppose waged work to entrepreneurship. Questionnaire responses displayed
equal concerns from both waged and independent workers about time management.
In both cases, new work practices are provoking the same difficulties in separating
professional and personal lives and blurring the boundary between waged and inde-
pendent work. Laurent (2016) reports research findings showing that an entrepreneur
works more than an average waged worker but less than an executive; entrepreneurs
enjoy less holiday time, which together with higher pressures, has long-term reper-
cussions on their health. In some cases, it is worth noting that time pressures are
experienced more negatively by waged workers, and that independent workers do
not feel overwhelmed by time constraints (Fig. 2.4). Responses to questions about
feeling involved at work, thinking about professional problems when waking up,
considering organisational problems as one’s own, or sacrificing too much for one’s
work, show, surprisingly, little difference between waged and independent workers.

‘Slashers’ or workers cumulating several jobs, often a waged activity and an
entrepreneurial activity through an organisation or an association, represent for
instance 2 million people in France of which 70% do so willingly (INSEE, 2014). It
shows the emergence of alternate professional trajectories which can take the follow-
ing shape. A new graduate creates a start-up. S/he develops competencies essential to
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Fig. 2.4 Perceptions of time constraints in entrepreneurs and waged workers

most management professions: managing projects and managing through projects;
the capacity to formulate and communicate the goals to a diverse range of com-
munities; and resistance to stress and loneliness… In our conversations with young
graduates attending our events, we found them very aware of the demand for such
transversal competencies. An engineering graduate told us “I want to become an
entrepreneur to become a waged salaried employee” which seems paradoxical but
in fact is not contradictory. Another spent one year working on a start-up after grad-
uating, and then got recruited by a large consulting group as open innovation man-
ager. Once recruited, it is then possible to apply and refine these competencies and
extend one’s network, in order to then become again an entrepreneur 2 or 3 years
later—based on what could be an overall strategy or simply an opportunity, a spin
off, intrapreneurship or a change in personal circumstances. Individuals in the third
loop of Fig. 2.5 are slightly older (25–30 years), have had first a short entrepreneurial
experience and then 3–4 years of waged employment. Some express strong ambi-
tions: “I think this will help me climb up… move to an executive position, in project
management or digital transformation”. This is different from chosen or enforced
entrepreneurship.

Some insights were provided in our interviews and encounters: “Fight against
boredom… I saw my father get bored to death in his professional career, which
has been a straight road”; “Progress fast, move, be disruptive in my employment
like in my start-up”; “The labour market will appreciate entrepreneurial behavioural
more and more”. And Fig. 2.6 shows that in terms of well-being, entrepreneurs or
independent workers seem happier at work, even very happy, than waged workers in
our respondents.

From the perspective of third spaces, we found that some already integrate the
career loopswe suggest in Fig. 2.6. Amanager of a co-working space, also housing an
incubator, told us his business was “becoming a human resources management con-
sulting firm”. Beyond their projects and start-ups themselves, the entrepreneurs they
host are recruitment targets, because of their individual competences and employabil-
ity. This manager was planning to organise events such as recruitment fairs, although
this may be still an unusual case.
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Fig. 2.5 Alternate entrepreneurship

Fig. 2.6 Comparing perceptions of well being at work between entrepreneurs and waged workers

In the French case, public policies have contributed to this development, for
instance through the new status of ‘student-entrepreneur’,18 probably with the sole
aim of facilitating the first career loop rather than the two following ones we suggest.
New French university alliances, particularly in business and management educa-
tion, have supported such initiatives in order to gain legitimacy and differentiate

18http://www.enseignementsup-recherche.gouv.fr/cid79926/statut-national-etudiant-entrepreneur.
html.

http://www.enseignementsup-recherche.gouv.fr/cid79926/statut-national-etudiant-entrepreneur.html
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themselves from traditional universities. Like universities in many other countries,
they are investing in labs, incubators, accelerators and co-working spaces and are
recruiting students with profiles and ambitions amenable to these new professional
trajectories.

An Emotional Dimension to New Work Practices

Our interviews and visits to third spaces revealed an emotional dimension to their
time-space arrangements, which is rarely found in traditional work environments.
These new workers express a need for an almost familial cell structure which some
called “a community”, “a gang of friends”, “an extension of students’ associations
and parties” or even “a tribe”. Many of our questionnaire respondents come from
outside the cities where they carried out their secondary education. Their families,
childhood friends and acquaintances are often far away. Going to universities in the
big cities, they feel “catapulted” far from home and hang on to their newly found
“gang of friends” for talking, exchanging and managing emotions such as stress,
loneliness, and the hardships of an entrepreneurial project: “Talking on Skype is OK,
but having a beer with other entrepreneurs from the workspace is better… And many
have found partners here [laughter]” (see also19).

Third spaces can be seen as emotional communities as much as communities
of practice. When asked to define a community, managers of third spaces use the
following terms: “people you can trust”, “a group of people helping each other”,
“shared and convergent values”, “friendly atmosphere andmutual help”, so beyond a
good work climate. For managers of third spaces, what is at the core of a community
is reciprocal exchanges (47%) rather than spatial (20%) or technological (13%)
aspects, or events (13%). This is confirmed by a GCUC (2016) global survey of co-
working spaces which found that co-workers’ feeling of being part of a community
has increased from 58% in 2011–12, to 61% in 2013–14 and 70% in 2015–16.

During some of our visits, we also learnt that waged workers enjoy participating
to the life of ‘corporate’ third spaces (or ‘corpo-working’), for instance hackathons
and training events where they mix with invited external entrepreneurs and innova-
tors, which they find “entertaining” and “disruptive”. These spaces are also used to
manage geographic mobility for national and international workers and teleworkers.
Beyond managing a space and enterprise social networks, their managers see them-
selves as ‘community managers’ and emphasise “horizontality and transversality”,
“mutual exchanges”, “rejection of hierarchies”, “facilitating rather than organis-
ing”, and “community management”. This represents a shift from hierarchy and
coordination to relational logics.

Several interviewees talked about the ‘post-wage’ status of community managers.
Similarly to a projectmanager, a communitymanager assembles internal and external
wagedworkers and independentworkers; this requires flexible interactingwith actors
in third spaces, elsewhere and on electronic social network platforms, and also with

19https://www.bureauxapartager.com/blog/les-chiffres-du-coworking-en-2014/.
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consumers who are becoming ever present. The community manager’s roadmap and
necessary competences are therefore challenging: “community management… its
meaning keeps changing as I manage it”.

New Work Practices and Communities

The notion of communities is far from new for business academics and practitioners
alike, and there are many terms to describe them such as occupational or professional
communities, communities of trade, or communities of practice, amongst many.
Much is hoped for from informal collective communities forming at the intersection
of formal organisations in terms of innovative potential, knowledgemanagement, and
a more humane and local human resource management. In our constantly assembled
and disassembled digital ‘entrepreuneurialised’ economies, communities have come
to represent the community-based innovative stitching of micro-coordination which
seems to happen in third spaces.A co-worker tells us howhappy he is in this space.He
plans his comings and goings according to not only his projects but his appointments
and his mood: “when I feel a little low, I come more often, the energy here is great.”
In an artists’ maker space in Barcelona,20 the manager tells us she does not organise
events but parties. The space we visit looks like a musical or theatre stage setting.

Throughout the day, personal working times mingle with collective events such as
breakfasts, coffee breaks, pitches, training sessions, hackathons, sharing reflexions,
coaching, games and challenges between teams, etc. Event calendars are displayed
onwebsites, walls and newsletters. There is evidence of intergenerational approaches
mixing different age groups or with specific events for children (“coding and cakes”)
or seniors (“digital lunches for oldies”).

Community managers play an essential role. A fab lab manager tells us of how his
successor was taken by surprise when people came to him for chats, confided in him,
shared their problems and “unwind”, as they had done with her before. Tech Hub in
Berlin21 has a ‘Chief Happiness Officer’. Two thirds of third space managers in our
questionnaire stated that their communication material promises to make members
feel part of a community. The role of community managers can be underestimated:
88% of our questionnaire respondents state that they facilitate the emergence of
collaborations, 50% that they establish relations with the neighbourhood and local
communities and 67% say they “look after everything”. 82% think that relational
skills are absolutely essential, compared to 59% for technical and 47% for financial
and administrative competences.

Visiting third spaces is also carefully organised and is seen as entering a commu-
nity: it starts with the kitchen, the coffee machine, meeting people, telling anecdotes
about the furniture and the rooms and the social events. Commonly used sentences
during visits are “you will join our community”, “community members often meet…”,

20https://hangar.org/en/hangar/que-i-com/.
21http://berlin.lafrenchtech.com/.

https://hangar.org/en/hangar/que-i-com/
http://berlin.lafrenchtech.com/
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“the events we organise are at the heart of our community”. Of course, the quality of
the equipment, machines, IT facilities, physical layout, open and working spaces and
the infrastructure matter, with a wide range of design, working and cultural styles
across different spaces. Overall the dominant emphasis is on “spaces for compe-
tence-building, creativity and innovation”.

The spaces are also envisaged as “windows” into larger communities or territo-
ries. For instance, the Internet of Things Start-up Ecosystem22 accelerator space is
situated in the IoT Valley in Toulouse and was created by an association aiming to
“develop IoT excellence and productivity across regional entrepreneurs, industrial-
ists and academics”. They act as intermediary or boundary objects between start-ups,
business angels, large enterprises, support structures and political institutions, con-
centrating know-how and creativity.

A “tourism industry of collaborative spaces” (interview with a hacker) is also
emerging in many places, for instance in Berlin. To promote their region, public
bodies, regional and local authorities, universities and consulting firms are joining
forces to organise tours of several spaces together, or “learning expeditions”. These
are offered as “experiences, a time to reflect and make contacts” and are charged for
through a fee or a donation. There appears to be a growing demand for these, which
is clearly capitalised on by third spaces managers, but at the risk of disturbing the
peace and quiet for workers (our hacker above was ironical in his description of a
‘tourism industry’!) and increasing community managers’ workloads.

The issue of open innovation is a part of this phenomenon. It is an important
challenge, as indicated in our survey with 73% of managers of third spaces deeming
it crucial. From our visits and interviews, we suggest that there are currently three
scenarios to support open innovation: relocation, ‘excubation’, and transition.

• Relocation involves seconding waged workers to a corporate or independent third
space for several days, weeks or even months. Some of the expected benefits are
new collaborations, learning new techniques and business intelligence.

• Excubation is about relocating parts of a project or an organisation, with its mem-
bers and some resources, to a third space. Expected benefits are similar to the ones
for relocations.

• Transition concerns waged or independent workers who travel long-distances for
projects, and allocated a subscription to a third-space situated in a geographically
convenient place, or are located for episodic stays in their clients’ internal third
spaces. For instance, theMixer innovation hub23 in Paris offers seven ‘flex offices’
to their collaborators visiting their headquarters.

As well as practical solutions, these spaces and mechanisms provide emotional
support above all, which was expressed to us strongly in hackerspaces and mak-
erspaces such as Noisebridge,24 a non-profit educational technical-creative hack-

22http://www.iot-valley.fr/.
23http://www.urlab.eu/news/.
24https://www.noisebridge.net/.

http://www.iot-valley.fr/
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https://www.noisebridge.net/
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erspace based in San Francisco, C-Base,25 an early digital activists hackerspace in
Berlin, the Open Innovation Space in Berlin26 and Hangar, an artists’ makerspace
in Barcelona, already mentioned above. Hackerspaces and makerspaces are more
inspired by socialmovement ethics, but are often reduced bymanagers to hackathons,
mainly run by corporate third spaces, or to a vague principle of hacking: “we now
need to hackmanagement…”Hackerspaces in particular, but also somemakerspaces,
run on new forms of governance, based on ‘hacker ethics’ centred on the commu-
nity. This means agreeing on and regulating the value of a hack (a bit like academic
peer-reviewing) as a collective. This implies long and time-consuming discussions
aiming at a consensus (voting is seen negatively), listening, talking, observing and
equalising speech times. This often takes place in the biggest open space.

Hackers regulate themselves by and through their professional community which
shares and renders matters explicit during multiple collective exchanges. Group
endogenous control is part and parcel of exogenous control by a bigger community
outside the specific space, and a larger social movement. The hacker communities
we observed were very heterogeneous: independent workers, freelancers, students,
waged workers, academics; more entrepreneurs and co-workers during the day, and
more hackers and makers in the evenings. Clearly, these practices may also have
limitations when groups break away from exogenous control and run the risk of
becoming inward-looking and sectarian, or if social movements rigidify.

Collaborative Movements and New Work Practices

Our third level of analysis is societal. Makerspaces, hackerspaces and fab labs were
easily associated to a well-known social movement in the discussions we witnessed.
Co-working is different. This phenomenon was more commonly referred to as an
“industry”, a “societal trend”, or “innovation-related”. Some co-working move-
ments, for instance the French collective of third places,27 the Associacio de Cowork-
ing de Catalunya28 or Coworking Europe,29 strive to structure and incarnate a social
movement. However, many of the people we interviewed and talked to during our
events were not convinced. Collaborative movements can be split into two cate-
gories which seem in opposition to each other: the activists and participants in the
hacker/maker social movement; and the managers looking for “disruptive experi-
ences” and in search of innovation. Makers, hackers and fabbers nurture the common
good and promote open knowledge to move away from enterprise closed systems,
and for them capitalist business enterprises and relentless innovation are ambiguous.
Doing and learning together are more important.

25https://wiki.hackerspaces.org/c-base.
26https://www.openinnovationspace.com/en/.
27https://www.helloasso.com/associations/collectif-des-tiers-lieux.
28http://www.cowocat.cat/.
29https://coworkingeurope.net/tag/2017/.
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Field Notes and Discussion in a Paris Makerspace, June 2016
I spend over an hour with a group of enthusiastic makers who talk about their
drone. They have spent hundreds of hours building it together. They tell me
about their ideas, tricks, reuses and adaptations… They have clearly sacrificed
many evenings for this project. The little plane is impressive and beautiful. It
shows scars of much tinkering. Before leaving them to go to another project I
ask them whether it could fly. “No, it is far too heavy!” (RGCS Academic).

We saw many unfinished prototypes in the makerspaces and hackerspaces we
visited—although theremay bemore entrepreneurial hackers pushing for completion
of projects. Endless and aimless learning can sometimes lead to real and useful
innovations. During one of our seminars, a fab lab manager mentioned the case of
someone who had come to his corporate space to produce a photo frame using a
3D printer; he came out with a renewed vision of technical processes which led to
managing his projects using 3D multiple prototypes as intermediary objects for his
teammembers. Somemakers and hackers have also finalised processes for bypassing
built-in technical obsolescence in lightbulbs, computers and home appliances, which
corresponds well to their ethical aims. Sometimes the aim is even more ambitious,
like the French ICI Montreuil30 manager who sees his maker space as an “engine for
reindustrialisation”.

The purist hackers are often very critical about corporate third spaces. A man-
ager of a university fab lab told us: “if these were real fab labs, I could easily go
there without making an appointment and they would share their knowledge and
procedures with everyone… even their competitors! Everything I do in my fab lab
is open, even to our university and academic rivals! Here is the proof! [pointing to a
researcher sitting there]”.

On the other hand, business enterprises draw heavily from collaborative move-
ments, and innovative entrepreneurship and intrapreneurship aremajor strategies—to
the point of sometimes not really having a clear strategic vision; this has been
described to us by somemanagers in our events as “a strategic smokescreen”.Makers,
hackers and co-workers are seen as obvious (easy?) solutions to focus on professional
communities, “hack management”, induce tinkering and serendipity, and ‘free’ the
enterprise from its walls and hierarchies. Corporate hacking is articulated by some
we encountered as a means to “move the lines”, “provide a sense of opportunity and
organisational improvisation”, “a positive diversion from established practices”.
Corporate hackers aim to improve and transform enterprises rather than challenge
their raison d’être.31

Nevertheless importing hacking and co-working practices to corporate environ-
ments can be innovative (e.g. for research and development, see Fuzi, Clifton, &

30http://www.icimontreuil.com/stages/manager-un-fablab-makerspace.
31https://hacktivateurs.co/2016/04/05/corporate-hacking-quest-ce-que-cest/.
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Loudon, 2014). In a context of increasing workers’ mobility, third spaces can help
build a network of stopovers for urban and rural workers and managers. Joint cor-
porate third spaces, with partners and even competitors, independent third spaces
to relocate workers or excubate projects, can stimulate business intelligence and
innovative potential. They can help become aware of emerging projects and gain
from coaching with seniors (who may also benefit from ‘reverse mentoring’). It
is possible to set up open innovation approaches including external entrepreneurs,
student-entrepreneurs, resident hackers, workers from distant places, etc.

Conclusion

Collaborative movements are often expected to provide a disruptive impetus for
traditional business organisations, where there is talk of ‘hacking’ management,
enterprises, their language, procedures and tools. The emergence of the ‘bore out’
syndrome or exhaustion through boredom in traditional organisations seems to orig-
inate from pressures to conform which curtail personal development and creativity
(Gino, 2016). Some companies are trying to stimulate innovative behaviour and cre-
ativity, for instance Google32 policy of 20% time, leaving a day a week free for
employees to work on their own projects.

Learning to become innovative happens not only by learning about it but through
practicing it. Our research survey on third space co-workers and managers in cities
in several countries found that, although the divide between waged and independent
workers remains large, we are witnessing the emergence of professional trajectories
in young people alternating waged and independent work across lifetimes; and there
is also existing evidence of slashers cumulating waged and entrepreneurial activities
across short-term time and space spans.

Collaborative third spaces such as co-working spaces,makerspaces, hackerspaces,
fab labs, incubators or digital labs can mix waged and independent workers through
new governance models such as excubation, transition, relocation, open innovation,
and community management. This is closely related to hacker social movements,
which are attracting interest from traditional organisations. These twoworlds collide,
cross over and feed each other. Some argue that the hacker community spirit and
ethics of collaborative socialmovementsmayget lostwhen captured and colonised by
business organisations (Richard, 2014). Opting for open source, running hackathons,
setting up corpo-working spaces, or instigating corporate maker cultures are signs of
a management which seeks meaning and ‘free itself’ which may well be utopian and
often relies on techno-utopian entrepreneur heroes (Anderson, 2012). In this respect,
the activist counter culture in collaborative movements (Lallement, 2015; Bottolier-
Despois, 2012, see also the growth of cooperative and participative associations33)
may well inspire a rethinking of work practices and a return to communities and

32http://uk.businessinsider.com/google-20-percent-time-policy-2015-4.
33http://www.les-scop.coop/sites/fr/ and https://www.uk.coop/.

http://uk.businessinsider.com/google-20-percent-time-policy-2015-4
http://www.les-scop.coop/sites/fr/
https://www.uk.coop/


2 Co-working Spaces, Collaborative Practices and Entrepreneurship 37

collaborative practices. Our research aimed to transcend existing dichotomies and
better understand emerging work practices, manifest in third spaces.

Further work could focus on the relationships between third spaces and local,
city, regional and public planning authorities. The latter tend to have outdated pre-
suppositions about newand futurework practices, as found in our discussionswith the
Reinvent Paris34 project and TechCity in London. Capdevila (2015, 2017) argues that
co-working spaces contribute “to the interaction between co-located actors through
the articulation of places, spaces, projects and events” and he suggests that public
policies could support “the emergence and development of innovation by foster-
ing innovative processes outside firms” and the “innovative and creative capacity of
cities”. Topics such as co-living (e.g. WeWork35), the growth of co-working spaces
erected by private building contractors, the strong linkswith some large food-catering
companies (e.g. Starbuck), transport issues (e.g. French railways and its co-working
spaces36) show that a range of business actors are more and more present in the
‘market’ of collaborative spaces. Indeed, Gandini (2015) alerts us to an emerging
‘co-working bubble’ given that co-working is being increasingly used for branding,
marketing and business purposes. Faced with these business actors, public institu-
tions are currently rather disjointed and EU structural funds, regional, district and
metropolitan authorities still think in terms of major material investments and long-
term irreversible choices which may hamper the collaborative economy.

The choice of location is and may become more structuring of urbanism, city
spaces and mobility. Some effects can be gentrification and unwelcome changes to
real estate costs and housing rentals. Mariotti, Pacchi, and Di Vita (2017) recently
stated that “location patterns and the effects co-working spaces generate on the urban
context are issues that have been neglected by the existing literature”. To fill this gap
about the location patterns of these new working spaces and their urban effects at
different scales, both in terms of urban spaces and practices, they focus on Milan,
the core of the Italian knowledge-based, creative, digital, and sharing economy, and
the city hosting the largest number of co-working spaces in Italy. Their field research
illustrates how the participation of workers in co-working spaces in local commu-
nity initiatives can contribute to urban revitalisation trends and micro-scale physical
transformations. Waters-Lynch et al. (2016) also suggest future research directions
on co-working spaces by “linking relevant extant theorywith key questions across the
fields of economic geography, urban planning economics and organisational studies”.

Overall we concur with Houtbeckers (2017)’s view that there is a “need for alter-
natives to the heroic representations of entrepreneurship (…) which affect how the
phenomenon is represented in academic and public discussions”. Her ethnographic
study reflects on the “shifting positions manifested in the entanglement of stories of
the researcher and the people met during the fieldwork”. The stories she unveiled
show how “for some the co-working space was a place for hope while for others it
caused distress and even burnout”. She found that despite its failure in the form of a

34http://www.reinventer.paris/fr/sites/.
35https://www.wework.com/.
36http://www.sncf-developpement.fr/actualites/des-espaces-de-co-working-en-gare-8799.
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bankruptcy, the co-working cooperative succeeded in enabling social innovation in
the form of hope and personal development—also for the researcher herself.

Finally, based on this initial research,we suggest some practical recommendations
for various co-working stakeholder groups in Table 2.1 in order to make the most of
the innovative and collaborative community-building potential of third places.

Table 2.1 Practical suggestions

Public bodies and institutional
actors
(Policy decision-makers, local
authorities, regional councils,
universities, etc.)

• Move from policies for to policies through
collaborative communities

• Coordinate with a range of actors (e.g. companies,
SMEs, universities, co-working operators) to link
innovation and territorial policies to entrepreneurial
practices

• Develop and support collaborative infrastructures
necessary for entrepreneurship to emerge

• Join forces (public bodies, regional and local
authorities, universities, firms, co-working operators)
to promote cities and regions, for instance by
organising tours of third spaces

• Go beyond using co-working spaces for branding and
marketing purposes

Corporate actors • Use co-working spaces to facilitate human resource
management for the conception and implementation of
recruitment and motivational processes

• Enable teleworkers or teams of teleworkers to use
external co-working spaces and/or corporate third
spaces (‘corpo-working’, for instance hackathons and
training events with invited external entrepreneurs,
hackers and innovators)

• Consider different scenarios to support open
innovation (relocation, excubation and transition)

• Be open to governance and regulation models used by
hackers/makers for the early stages of entrepreneurial
innovation

Work collectives (Hackerspaces,
makerspaces, fablabs, etc.)

• Build dense but diverse networks to support innovative
thinking

• Act as intermediary between start-ups, business
angels, large enterprises, support structures and
political institutions

• Shape and configure new models of production and
creation

• Support prototyping, early sales and outside funding
• Regulate the collective through professional
communities and multiple exchanges

• Beware from breaking away from exogenous control
and becoming inward-looking and rigidifying

(continued)
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Table 2.1 (continued)

Co-working spaces
owners/Managers

• Consider the range of business models (from basic
efficiency-centred to novelty-centred full service)

• Focus on collective meaning, which can be orientated
towards practice, professional identity, and emotional
support to address loneliness and sense-making

• Think through ‘leaderless’ organising principles
– Self-organising (the capability of individuals to
choose various ways of functioning and their level
of autonomy and responsibility)

– Care of each other
– Sense of ownership
– Integration of new members

• Develop HR management skills to understand
individual competences and employability (e.g.
organise events such as recruitment fairs, assemble
internal and external waged workers and independent
workers)

• Interact flexibly with actors in third spaces, elsewhere
and on electronic social network platforms

• Support a community culture through convivial spatial
design such as pantry/kitchenette, coffee-machines
and collective spaces

• Organise collective events such as breakfasts, coffee
breaks, pitches, training sessions, hackathons, sharing
sessions, coaching, games and challenges between
teams, etc. Display event calendars on websites, walls
and newsletters. Think of intergenerational approaches
mixing different age groups or with specific events for
children or seniors, in collaboration with local actors

• Develop relational skills (as well as technical and
financial and administrative competences)

• Beware of industrialising the market and losing the
original values of the co-working movement

Co-working spaces members • Think about the difficulties in separating professional
and personal lives and blurring the boundary between
waged and independent work

• Engage with the co-working space
community-building culture to avoid distress and even
burnout and bring hope, trust and personal
development

• Be open to networking opportunities and collaborative
prospects

SMEs • Use co-working spaces in a closed (e.g. using a whole
floor) or open space fashion (sharing the space with
others)

(continued)
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Table 2.1 (continued)

Entrepreneurs • Envisage alternating between waged employment and
own entrepreneurial ventures

• Consider transversal competencies and integrating
career loops

• Develop networks of social relations to increase
credibility and innovative potential

• Knowledge sharing amongst entrepreneurs in
co-working spaces involves donating as well as
collecting tacit knowledge

• Beware of opportunism which may spoil learning
processes and entrepreneurial performance as it
reduces antecedent trust and community building
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Chapter 3
Joint Work and Information Sharing
in the Modern Digital Workplace: How
the Introduction of “Social” Features
Shaped Enterprise Collaboration
Systems

Petra Schubert

Background to the Research: Center for Enterprise
Information Research (CEIR)

In the first part of this chapter, I will discuss the background to the studies, the
structure and nature of Enterprise Collaboration Systems (ECS) and discuss the
origin of the word “social” and what it means for ECS. In the second part, I will
present findings from a longitudinal research programme on the adoption of ECS,
discuss differences in the implementation process and introduce typical forms of use
(I will call them “archetypes of use”), which I identified in these studies.

Figure 3.1 shows an overview of the contents of this chapter.
The research presented in this chapter was conducted by the Center for Enter-

prise Information Research (CEIR), a joint project I co-foundedwithmy colleague
Professor Susan P.Williams at theComputer ScienceDepartment of theUniversity of
Koblenz-Landau. The goal of CEIR is to conduct high quality research in the area of
IT-enabled business change and the Digital Workplace (www.ceir.de). The research
team working in CEIR is committed to evidence-based research and to translating
that evidence into theoretical and actionable outcomes. Figure 3.2 shows an overview
of the CEIR research programme on the adoption of ECS.

Since the year 2010, the research group has been collecting field data with the help
of a University-Industry Collaboration named IndustryConnect. IndustryConnect
is a collaboration project between CEIR and a group of practitioners from compa-
nies and public agencies, who all use the same, integrated Enterprise Collaboration
System (ECS). At the point of writing this chapter, 29 organisations are members
of IndustryConnect. The Online Community has 72 members (practitioners, profes-
sors, Ph.D. students). The participating practitioners are committed to sharing their
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knowledge and experience about the adoption of their ECS with their peers and with
the researchers by means of active participation in workshops, questionnaires and
interviews. The data is captured using the eXperience Method for writing research
cases on IT implementations (Schubert &Wölfle, 2007). At its heart, the eXperience
Method is a method for data collection, which means that supplemental methods
are required for the analysis of the data and thus the generation of research findings
from the cases. Over the years, the research team has used eXperience cases e.g.
in combination with grounded theory (coding approaches) or cross-case analysis
and has created in-depth narrative research cases from them. Whilst eXperience
cases capture in-depth information about the reasons and experiences from a tech-
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nology introduction project (reasons, participants, processes and systems) they can
normally only provide a reflective account at a point in time. To address this, the
researchers involved in IndustryConnect use eXperience cases along with a comple-
mentary method—the “milestories” method (Williams & Schubert, 2017).

The longitudinal nature of the IndustryConnect initiative allowed us to study the
adoption of a new form of Enterprise Collaboration Systems in depth and over time.
The following sections discuss the nature and structure of ECS, their functionality
and content and present findings from our research.

Enterprise Collaboration Systems

Enterprise Collaboration Systems (ECS) are socio-technical systems that support
employees in their daily work and facilitate functionality for workgroup collabora-
tion. In large companies, the ECS is a commercial integrated software system that
bundles many of the required collaborative features into a single system.

ECS provide a range of different features for the Digital Workplace including
the support of everyday work activities (commonly known as Groupware) such as
group calendars, task management, sharing of documents (files) and functions sup-
porting the joint work on documents. In addition, ECS also support employees in
synchronous and asynchronous communication, such as chat, video conferencing or
e-mail (Fig. 3.3).Whilst information portals usually contain rather static content (e.g.
quarterly reports, background reports on the company), ECS provide an authoring
tool for employees allowing them to share content with colleagues and inform them
about open issues, work results, activities, ideas or plans.

The increasing use of Social Media and their “social software features” in private
life has changed the way people communicate and exchange information and has
stimulated expectations on the side of employees regarding the use of similar soft-
ware features in their workplace (Williams & Schubert, 2015). Large software ven-
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dors such as IBM, Microsoft and Atlassian have responded to the perceived demand
for socially-enabled software with Enterprise Social Software (ESS) (e.g. IBM
Connections, MS Yammer & SharePoint and Atlassian Confluence & Jira), a special
form of collaboration software that provides social software features. Enterprise
Social Software (ESS) has become an integral part of companies’ Enterprise Col-
laboration Systems (ECS). Typical social features include subscribing (following)
information or people, commenting or tagging contributions, or short expressions
such as recommendations or likes. These systems are often equipped with extensive
“awareness features”, which help to recognize new and possibly relevant content.
Figure 3.4 shows the terminology in the area of Enterprise Collaboration Systems.

The Evolution of the Word “Social” in Social Software

As laid out above, the word “social” in this context has its origin in Social Media
where it is an indication of the features that allow people to engage, interact and share
information in a virtual environment. Whilst the use of the word “social” is, without
doubt, adequate in Social Media (which are by definition environments for social
activity), it has led to some irritation among employees in companies where such
“Social Software” was introduced. The workplace is usually not seen as a “social
environment” but one that is focused on productivity and “getting the job done”.
However, not least stimulated by IBM’smarketing campaign on “Social Business” in
the years following the release of their software product IBM Connections, “Social”
became the code word for the introduction of this new type of collaboration software.
According to IBM, Social Business is about building and supporting the “human
connections” of employees and partners (IBM Corporation, 2011) notwithstanding
that the term “Social Business” had already been in use to describe a management
style that strives to solve social problems (Yunus, 2008).
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Social Features in Enterprise Social Software

The features that make a software “social” are usually centred on the “Social Profile”
of a user. Social profiles are “enhanced” user profiles that include information that
was traditionally only available in the HR record of an employee, such as skills
and education, organisational role and affiliation, etc. Depending on the richness of
information contained in the social profile, they can be used for expert search. They
are also the basis for the so-called “Enterprise Social Networks” (ESN). The social
feature “follow” enables users to establish relationships between their own social
profile and those of other employees regardless of physical location or organisational
affiliation. ESN are an important facilitator for knowledgemanagement in a company
because they make skills and competencies transparent (thus addressing the issue of
“if my company only knewwhat it knows”).Whilst ESN are emerging structures and
thus represent static content, there is another group of social features that enables
a more dynamic interchange of information and increases the awareness of what is
going on in the workplace. Software features such as recommend (like), @mention,
tag, comment are used to add meta information to content items. These features are
quick and easy to use (lightweight) and are powerful awareness markers. The subtle
ingenuity is on the receiving end because other users can follow certain content (e.g.
a Blog or a whole community) or social profiles (thus specific authors) and receive
notifications of new, individually-tailored content in their “activity stream” (or in an
e-mail newsletter). The activity stream is an awareness feature in social software that
allows the user to see alerts to posts, changes, recommendations and other additions
or changes to content on the platform. When set up properly, these notifications
make the workplace much more information rich and can at best lead to an increased
degree of serendipity, that is, the encountering of unexpected useful information.
The feature that has the greatest potential for user-tailored information integration
is the activity stream. At the time of writing this chapter, most activity streams are
only collecting and displaying activities in their native software system. However,
there is also the useful potential to add alerts from other Enterprise Information
Systems (e.g. ERP Systems). The collaboration software is a natural candidate for
information integration and new integration approaches, and our research group at
CEIR is currently investigating and testing integration approaches such as Enterprise
Knowledge Graphs (Stokman & de Vries, 1988) or the Social Network of Business
Objects (Gewehr, Gebel-Sauer, & Schubert, 2017).

So in a nutshell, “social” is a term that was adopted from Social Media and
describes the view of connected users in modern Enterprise Collaboration Systems.
The so-called “social features” support workplace collaboration, i.e. the information
exchange and coordination amongemployees and increase the user awareness ofwhat
is important and relevant. Table 3.1 shows the most important social content types
with likely features and purpose.
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Table 3.1 Social content types, their features and purpose

Content type Social features Purpose

Social profiles Tag, follow, pinboard Enterprise social network

Microblog Recommend (like), comment Ephemeral messages (often
informal)

Blog Recommend (like), comment,
@ mention, tag, file
attachment

Publishing and informing

Wiki Recommend (like), comment,
@ mention, tag, file
attachment, versioning

Collecting and preserving
information

Social Documents

Social documents are the containers for the content that is generated in Enterprise
Social Software. Most ESS offer different possibilities for creating documents or
simple messages. Finding the right type of message for a given purpose can be
challenging for an inexperienced user. Figure 3.5 shows a possible decision tree
for message types depending on the nature (informal, formal, hyperlink), the need
for a response (broadcast or bidirectional), and the need to be editable by others
(multi-authoring).

Most social business documents are compound documents that contain an aggre-
gation of different content elements (Hausmann & Williams, 2015). A Wiki page
consists of a core item and can be supplemented by attached components such as
comments or attachments. It can also have “social markers” such as tags, recommen-
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dations or @mentions. Wiki pages are organised in a hierarchical structure, in which
one Wiki page can have multiple sub Wiki pages. Such aggregations of dependent
Wiki pages form a “collection”.

Does “Social” Lead to Increased Collaboration?

An interesting question for the long-termmanagement of social business documents
(SBD) in ESS is the degree of collaboration that can be observed in the system. It is
possible to show the degree of collaboration (employees interacting/engaging with
each other) by looking at the components of compound SBDs and analysing the
number of users that have interacted with this content.

Figure 3.6 is a screenshot of a dashboard that was developed by the CEIR research
team to show the degree of collaboration of communities by looking at the structure
and the authors of SBDs (Mosen, 2017). The displayed index of “2.4” indicates that
an average of more than two users have worked on the entirety of social business
documents in a given community. The right side of the graphic shows the size of
SBDs. The larger the circle, the more compound elements are contained in the docu-
ment. The higher the circle is located on the y-axis, the more users have participated
in extending and editing this document. The graphic shows that in some cases more
than 11 users contributed to a single SBD.

The nature of social software does not fit every kind of company culture. Due
to its innate focus on “sharing” and “engaging”, the software requires employees to
actively engage with each other and share information openly. In the second half of
this chapter, I present the findings from implementation projects (with a focus on the
software adoption). The data was provided by the 29 user companies of the initiative
IndustryConnect and was documented and analysed in longitudinal in-depth case
studies.

Fig. 3.6 Content Dashboard showing compounds and “collaborativity” of social business docu-
ments (Mosen, 2017)
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Commonalities of ESS Implementation Projects

ESS implementation projects differ from ERP implementation projects mostly in
terms of their much longer adoption phase. Whilst ERP software supports well-
defined business processes, ESS provides interpretive flexibility (Doherty, Coombs,
& Loan-Clarke, 2006) for the user, which means that the actual use of the software
is dependent on the purpose and the proficiency of the user.

Structured guidelines (or “models”) for the implementation of ERP Systems have
existed for more than two decades. The most well-known methodology is the Archi-
tecture of Integrated Information Systems (ARIS) developed by the team of Pro-
fessor Scheer at the University of the Saarland (Scheer, 1999). Within our CEIR
research programme, we aimed to provide similar guidance for the implementation
of ECS. The result was the IRESS model (Identification of Requirements for Enter-
prise Social Software), which helps to identify collaboration needs, to define Use
Cases and Collaboration Scenarios and to conduct a structured software comparison
based on software features (Glitsch & Schubert, 2017) (Fig. 3.7).

ARIS and IRESS are similar on a meta level because the implementation of both
software types, ERP Systems and Enterprise Collaboration Systems, follows the
same general steps of an IT project (c.f. Fig. 3.8). The implementation beginswith the
initial analysis of requirements, followed by the evaluation of commercial software
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packages, the signing of a (licence) contract, planning of the actual implementation
project and the final technical implementation (roll-out).

Whilst ERP systems typically involve intensive training before the actual go-
live, ECS are frequently made available (“installed”) and then gradually rolled-out
(“adopted”). ERP systems need to be fully functional from day one after their go-live
because they support mission-critical business processes and even short downtimes
can harm a business. Collaboration systems, on the other hand, aim at improving
work efficiency (i.e. a non-mission critical support function) and their adoption may
(and does) need longer time.

The analysis of the implementation projects of our IndustryConnect members
shows that the ECS is sometimes almost “dormant” in the company, offered to
employees for “voluntary use” and their introduction might require (but does not
always get) “accompanying measures” to motivate the users to actually use the soft-
ware. In some cases, we could observe a trial phase during which they are made
available only to selected user groups in the company. In general, ECS tend to have
a very long “adoption phase”, some of our case companies reported to be still in the
adoption phase five years after go-live (Williams & Schubert, 2015). After go-live,
the responsibility of an ECS project is normally handed over from the IT Department
to a specialised team, the “Enterprise Collaboration Team”.

Figure 3.9 shows the typical steps of the adoption phase in an ECS implementa-
tion project. After go-live, companies gradually provide employees with their user
accounts, inviting them to join the platform (onboarding). The onboarding process is
sometimes supported by a basic user training, often with the help of exemplary use
cases for best practice. This phase is normally followed by a gradual appropriation
during which users are exploring the features of the software and finding their way
as how to best use the software to fulfil their everyday tasks.

Most ECS implementation projects are characterised by a decline in use during
the adoption phase sometimes almost leading to the discontinuation of the platform
operation. At this point, some user companies reported a “restart” of their collab-
oration project, following a more structured and guided approach the second time.
The adoption phase ends when the tool becomes an integral part of the digital work-
place and users have appropriated it for their own purposes. A similar chronological
sequence was identified in a study by Riemer, Overfeld, Scifleet, and Richter, (2012)
and was visualised in the SNEP model.
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Table 3.2 Companies starting with different features have different concerns

Companies starting with… Typical concerns Functional areas

Social profile (to build up an
ESN)

Finding out what my company
knows, “working out loud”

Human resources

Wikis Collective writing availability
of information, preserving
information collectively

Information and quality
management

Blogs Workforce better informed
about what’s going on

Management, internal
communications, service

Activities Task management,
coordinating project activity
and ideation

Organisation, project
management

Microblogs Quick exchange of questions
and ideas

Internal communications

Differences in ESS Implementation Projects

The analysis of our longitudinal cases involving 29 early adopters of large-scale,
integrated ECS with the aim of creating a “Social Business” shows that there are
differences in the approaches that the companies take which, as a consequence,
lead to differing outcomes. An important influencing factor is the initial reason or
motivation (aims/goals/expectations) for the introduction of a socially-enabled ECS.
It could be observed that the “seed functionality”, i.e. the first functionality that
stimulated the use of the platform, impacts on the adoption and the way employees
perceive the platform. Table 3.2 shows some “typical” paths into ESS adoption that
could be observed in our real-world projects.

Archetypes of ECS Use

The initiative IndustryConnect (Williams & Schubert, 2017) provided an ideal data
source for the analysis of “archetypes” of ECS use. Eight years after the introduction
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of the commercial Enterprise Collaboration System IBM Connections, the CEIR
team performed a cross-comparison among the actual forms of use of this particular
ECS in the early adopter companies. The cross-comparison showed that even though
the 20 companies had been using exactly the same integrated ECS, there are remark-
able differences in the actual use of the system. The differences can be traced back
to the specific context of the business (industry sector), historical path (e.g. moti-
vation/pain points for starting the project, previously used collaboration software)
and, interestingly, the nature of the implementation project (resources dedicated to
the introduction). The analysis suggested six distinctive “archetypes of use”, which
are presented in the following.

The six archetypes were identified by examining the actual ECS use or in other
words the “Use Cases” (Schubert &Glitsch, 2016) that are supported with the help of
the ECS in the organisation. The centre of Fig. 3.10 shows the characteristics of the
implementation projects that were analysed in the study. The findings show that the
actual use of the integrated ECS and thus the emerging archetype(s) can be largely
explained by three phenomena: (1) The industry sector (= the products and business
activity of the organisation), the (2) IT situation at the point when the decision was
made to implement the ECS (e.g. existing collaboration software) and the (3) existing
company culture (e.g. a general openness or scepticism towards sharing ideas and
knowledge).
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Table 3.3 People focussed archetypes of ECS Use (left side)

People focussed: “Information and Knowledge Management”

Information Exchange and Sharing Documents

This archetype describes a situation, in which employees use the ECS mostly as an exchange
platform for information that is needed to do their jobs. Typical use cases for this archetype are
inter-employee communication (e.g. in discussion forums) and the sharing of files—activities
that some companies describe as “Knowledge Management”

Typical Use Cases
• Inter-employee communication (e.g. in discussion forums)
• File sharing

Portal Solution

The Portal Solution represents a situation, in which the ECS is mostly used as a central access
point for information on specific topics of interest for employees. It is the “gateway” to internal
information provided by the internal communications department as well as by fellow
employees. In this group, we typically find ECS platforms that were introduced to replace
outdated Intranet solutions by a more participatory “Social Intranet”

Typical Use Cases:
• Corporate communications (making information centrally available)
• Internal communications
• Internal information organisation and exchange in a department

The Networked Enterprise

The Networked Enterprise is the archetype closest to the original vision of IBM at the time of
launch of their product “IBM Connections”. It describes a situation in which employees in a
(frequently) globally distributed (large) organisation have access to information-rich social
profiles, actively follow each other and the software is bridging groups, departments and even
countries thus making work in this organisation a truly global experience with exchange of
information and ideas

Typical Use Cases:
• Expert Search
• Knowledge Management
• Ideation
• Plus: Potentially all Use Cases for Portals and Information Exchange

As can be seen in Fig. 3.10 the six archetypes were assigned to two groups. The
three archetypes on the left are people focussed supporting mostly “Information and
Knowledge Management” and have an emphasis on “Content and Communication”.
The second group on the right side is process focussed leaning more towards “Busi-
ness Process Support” and has its emphasis on “Processes and Coordination”. The
six archetypes are described in Tables 3.3 and 3.4.

It is important to note that the archetypes are not mutually exclusive and that
their characteristics overlap in practice; one organisation is likely to assign their
ECS to more than one archetype. However, the archetypes are a useful lens for the
discussion of aims and objectives in anECS introduction project. The archetypes have
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Table 3.4 Process focussed archetypes of ECS Use (right side)

Process focussed: “Business Process Support”

Project Management

This archetype describes a situation, in which the main use of the ECS is for project
management. This archetype has a focus on classical group work such as project planning,
ideation, meetings and minutes and tasks assignment. The platform is, to a large extent, used for
the coordination of information, people and tasks

Typical Use Cases
• Project support
• Joint work on documents
• Audit planning
• Quality management
• Employee suggestion systems

Efficiency Tool for Business Processes

This archetype describes a situation, in which the organisation is using the ECS for selected and
sometimes very business-specific business processes

Typical Use Cases
• HR Management
• Event Management
• Store management
• Workshop organisation
• Exchange of information and files with external partners

Multi-Function Platform

The Multi-Function Platform integrates data and functionality from different business software
systems and gives a uniform access to different functional areas of the company. Like the Portal
Solution, it serves as a central entry point but in this case, it goes beyond mere access to
information also providing certain functionality for workflows or business processes (e.g.
working time recording or approval of orders in the procurement system). The activity stream
(as an awareness feature) is an important element of the Multi-Function Platform because it
shows events from the integrated software systems (e.g. a request to approve an order)
Typical use cases for this archetype are the general exchange of information and ideas, access to
information that is spread over multiple information systems and most importantly, the
integration of other applications (e.g. the HR module and the sales database of the ERP System)

Typical Use Cases
• Special: Integration of other applications (e.g. the HR module and the sales database of the
ERP System)

• Access to information that is spread over multiple information systems
• General exchange of information and ideas
• Potentially all other Use Cases in the other two archetypes on this side
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been through a process of review and evaluation with our participating organisations.
Each of the organisations was clearly able to identify the current state of their ECS
project and assign their organisations to one (or more) of these archetypes.

Conclusions

A limitation of the current body ofECS research is that it contains few in-depth, longi-
tudinal empirical studies enabling us to understand and theorize about the degrees of
similarities (and differences) in use across contexts and how they are being achieved
(Monteiro & Rolland, 2012).

Our research has shown that even with the same kind of Enterprise Collaboration
System, organisations develop different ways of using this software and there is a
broad range of different Use Cases depending on industry, culture and existing IT
infrastructure.

In addition, for most organisations, the Digital Workplace comprises a range of
different collaboration software with redundant functionality. Their use is mostly
voluntary and organisations rarely make one or the other software mandatory. The
problems that arise from this “freedom of choice” are manifold and the proficiency
in the use of social software in companies will still be improving remarkably in the
years to come.
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Chapter 4
The Go-Betweens: Backstage
Collaboration Among Community
Managers in an Inter-organisational
Enterprise Social Network

Kai Riemer and Ella Hafermalz

Introduction

Enterprise Social Networks (ESNs) are increasingly considered a legitimate work-
place tool. A level of ambiguity however remains as to whether time spent on an
ESN is ‘productive’ or ‘social’ time. Will employees be judged harshly if they are
seen to frequently post and reply on the company ESN? Are they ‘slacking off’ or
are they being good organisational citizens, answering questions and contributing to
innovative solutions? This ambiguity is central to the ‘problem’ of ESN implemen-
tation, not because it needs ‘resolving’ but because it requires a strategy that allows
for both ‘realities’ of ESN use to exist at once, as they speak to different stakeholder
groups within the organisation. Here we take note of the difficult task that falls on
the role of the ‘community manager’. A community manager is a member of the
organisation whose job is to cultivate ESN adoption and use. They are usually not
executives, nor are they amongst the worker cohort that they are trying to tempt onto
the ESN. The community manager is ‘stuck in the middle’.

They are taskedwith brokering not only interest in the ESN but also themessaging
around its value to the organisation. This message may need to be bifurcated, so
that executives and managers are presented with stories of time saved and solutions
found, while workers are shown how the ESN allows them to have their voice heard
amongst peers and management. The community manager thus occupies a kind of
role that is familiar to middle managers: they are a “go-between” (Goffman, 1959),
a “master and victim of double talk” (Roethlisberger, 1945), who is burdened with
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trying to influence two groups who have influence over them, while having only
limited grounds for status and legitimacy themselves.

The anxiety that a “go-between” faces in trying to please two cohorts with some-
times opposing interests has been previously examined. In the following case we
show how this phenomenon relates to ESN implementation. Using case material,
we show how community managers are able to cope with the challenges of their
go-between role by remotely coming together in an inter-organisational ESN of their
own. We draw on the work of Erving Goffman to theorise how such a ‘backstage’
space operates and what it offers the community managers in their efforts to roll out
ESNs in their organisations.

Background: ESN Adoption and Sense-Making

Enterprise Social Networks (ESN) are a set of technologies that include the founda-
tional features associatedwith social network sites but which, sanctioned bymanage-
ment, are implemented within and have the ability to restrict membership to certain
members of an organization (Ellison, Gibbs, & Weber, 2015).

ESNs are said to hold great promise for organisations. According to a report by
McKinsey (2012), effective use of such technologies can result in a 20–25% improve-
ment in the productivity of knowledge workers. Another study by Forrester Research
in a large organisation found a return on investment of 365% on an investment in
an ESN platform over three years (Dodd, 2011). Not surprisingly, enterprise social
networks have gained increased interest from organisations, with more and more
businesses adopting such platforms (Bughin, 2015).

At the same time, decision makers have voiced concerns that by employing
social media within the organization, businesses are at risk of importing some of
the typical behaviours associated with the use of social media on the public Internet
(e.g. Howlett, 2009), such as hedonistic, egocentric, and leisure-focused behaviours
observed on Facebook or Twitter (Naaman, Boase, & Lai, 2010). It is not surprising
then that management in charge of the roll-out of ESNs are often highly focused
on demonstrating economic returns from employing ESNs and similar technologies.
The confusion and debate over ESNs and their role in organisations can be taken as
evidence that although they are quite well understood from a technical perspective
(i.e. as a fairly familiar instantiation of Web 2.0), what exactly ESNs ‘are’ and the
role that they play in work practices is anything but settled. While the ambiguity
inherent to ESNs is in its own right a worthy topic of investigation, we here focus on
how community managers, who are tasked with gathering support for ESN adoption,
come to collectively learn how to draw on this ambiguity in a strategic way in order to
convince both management and worker cohorts, in different ways, that the company
ESN is worthy of their time and attention.
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Enterprise Social Networks

ESNs are platforms, typically accessed through a web browser or mobile app, that
allow people to (1) communicate messages with their coworkers or broadcast mes-
sages to everyone within the organisation; (2) explicitly indicate or implicitly reveal
particular coworkers as communication partners; (3) post, edit, and sort text and files
linked to themselves or others; and (4) view the messages, connections, text, and
files communicated, posted, edited and sorted by anyone else in their organisation at
any time of their choosing (Leonardi, Huysman, & Steinfield, 2013).

As such, ESNs can be viewed as a subset of the Enterprise 2.0 phenomenon
(McAfee, 2009), which refers to the application of social software more generally
(von Krogh, 2012), such as social networking sites, blogs, wikis, or group communi-
cation services (Razmerita, Kirchner, & Nabeth, 2014), in an organisational context.
Today’s ESN applications, such as Yammer, Workplace, Slack, Chatter, Jive or IBM
Connections resemble public social network sites in that they are aggregations of
different tools including instant messaging, wikis, and microblogging.

ESNs have been linked directly to individual employee performance in recent
research. Riemer, Finke, and Hovorka (2015) found that individuals draw social
capital and associated benefits from their use of ESNs in day-to-day work. Fur-
ther research found that ESNs can help overcome the challenges associated with
knowledge sharing, such as locating of expertise, motivation to share knowledge and
developing and maintaining social ties with knowledge bearers (Fulk &Yuan, 2013).

Hence, the business case for introduction of an ESN generally involves benefits
that derive from better connectedness between employees. Indeed, past research
has shown a variety of organisational ESN uses, such as for communication and
collaboration (Riemer, Richter, & Böhringer, 2010), knowledge management (Levy,
2009) or crowdsourcing (Schlagwein & Bjorn-Andersen, 2014). ESN benefits are
linked to increased efficiency as employees communicate and solve problems more
quickly. A more ambitious hope is that improved communication will lead to the
generation of more innovative ideas, because issues are made visible and accessible
to a diversity of people and functions within the business; some early research has
shown applications of ESN in contexts such as open innovation (Dahlander & Gann,
2010) or open strategy (Tavakoli, Schlagwein, & Schoder, 2015).

Essentially, ESNs serve as infrastructure that enable digitally supported work in
many different ways. But while its open infrastructure character is at the heart of an
ESN’s capacity to support many different uses and contexts, this characteristic is not
without problems when it comes to the adoption of ESNs.

ESN Adoption Challenges

Since any organizational benefits of ESNs will materialize only through sustained
use of the platform (DeLone & McLean, 1992), and given its network nature, it is
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important that ESNs are adopted by a significant number of users within an orga-
nization. Adoption of ESNs however has proven elusive in many organizations.
An important reason for this is that ESNs are “malleable” technologies (Richter &
Riemer, 2013) that affordmany different uses and can be appropriated for a variety of
purposes, but for this very reason require an active process of interpretation, sense-
making and appropriation to find a place within a particular organisation (Riemer &
Johnston, 2012).

Malleability also implies that any efforts to ‘prescribe’ ESNuse in a top-downway
are bound to be problematic as it is difficult to determine ex-ante and at a distance how
an ESNmight best be used in a given context (Richter &Riemer, 2013). Rather, what
an ESN will become in use within a particular organisation, or organisational unit,
can ultimately only be uncovered through experimenting and local sense-making
in concrete business practices, bringing about what Orlikowski, 2000) refers to as
“technologies-in-practice”. Consequently, unlike more traditional technologies that
are employed to support the core business processes of the organisation, and thus
are always associated with a concrete task and purpose, ESNs are best understood as
infrastructure that is not intended to support specific predetermined tasks (Riemer,
Steinfield, & Vogel, 2009). In other words, as malleable technologies ESNs are
intended as platforms upon which users explore and negotiate new ways of working
(Richter & Riemer, 2013). Consequently the proliferation of ESNs in the enterprise
typically follows, at least in parts, a bottom-up approach of implementation, a more
inclusive and egalitarian process (Schneckenberg, 2009), referred to as appropriation
(Carroll, Howard, Peck, &Murphy, 2002) duringwhich potential uses are discovered
in a process of practical sense-making (Riemer & Johnston, 2014).

However, while top-down approaches to implementing ESNs appear antithetical
to the open nature of the technology, our understanding of how bottom-up processes
of sense-making and appropriation unfold in organisations is still in its infancy. Sig-
nificantly, it is even less clear how such a process can be actively managed or guided
to achieve positive and lasting outcomes for the organisation. Investigating how the
roll-out of an ESN can be managed or guided is all the more important given typical
managerial scepticism around ‘social’ technologies, concerns that social technolo-
gies lead to unproductive “wasting of time” or that economic benefits and return
on investment are fundamentally unclear initially. One response to this challenge,
which has not yet received significant research attention, is the hiring of so-called
community managers, employed by organisations to look after their internal ESN
implementation/adoption processes.

ESN Community Managers

Community managers are a relatively new role created to aid the implementation
of ESNs, a person tasked with promoting and supervising the adoption and use of
an ESN. The role is essentially caught between the notions of implementation and
adoption—the community manager is employed by management to ‘implement’ a
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technology by stimulating the grass-roots ‘adoption’ of workers in the organisation.
Because an ESN is supposed to involve members of the organisation at all levels and
across divisions in daily conversational interactions, for the ESN to be successful,
the community manager will need to wrangle support from individuals and cohorts
who have not directly endorsed the introduction of the ESN. The biggest challenge
facing the community manager is thus to, on the one hand inspire participation
amongst workers, and on the other hand maintain support and even participation
from managers/executives.

The malleable nature of ESN and the open nature of the adoption process is a
double-edged sword for community managers, as this openness can be drawn upon
in promoting the technology in different ways to different audiences, but this can
also cause problems, for example when management promotes an ESN based on
certain instrumental expectations of its benefits for collaboration and productivity,
community managers are faced with the task of reconciling an open-ended process
of sense-making and appropriation, so that the ESN can unfold its potential for local
work practices in the best possible way, with management expectations of clear
economic benefits in terms of return-on-investment of the ‘ESN project’.

We further note that these complexities and struggles are usually burdens that are
carried alone. It would be unusual for a company to hire more than one community
manager. The position itself is somewhat precarious, as it depends on the ‘success’
of ESN implementation and adoption and therefore the support of both management
and worker cohorts. Although ESNs are productively thought of as open-ended and
in need of gradual, localised nurturing, community managers face an existential
need to speed up the adoption process and communicate this in terms of ‘value’
to different stakeholders. Against this backdrop, in this paper we investigate the
following research question: How do community managers deal with their conflicted
position in the process of ESN implementation and adoption?

Case Study: A Community of ESN Community Managers

For this study we had access to data from Beta,1 an international ESN provider.
Beta provides a typical ESN platform, which is hosted as a software service in the
cloud. Corporate clients will create their own private network on the platform, so
that employees from each organisation become members of the network belonging
to that organisation. Additionally, clients are able to also create dedicated inter-
organisational networks, to which anyone can be invited. Each network on the Beta
platform comes with a ‘General stream’ as the default for sending messages, but
users can also create groups which are either public (accessible to anyone who wants
to join) or private (protected and only open upon invitation). The particular data set
we had access to for this study came from an inter-organisational network that was

1The name of the company, its products, and any other aspects have been changed to ensure
anonymity.
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managed by Beta itself in the form of an electronic hierarchy (Klein, 1996), in that
this ESN was administered and controlled by Beta, with membership made up of
those employees from each of its corporate clients serving in community manager
(or similar) roles and a number of Beta employees. True to its make-up this network
was called the Beta Community Network (BCN).

Data Collection: The Beta Community Network (BCN)

ForBeta, theBCNwas a strategic device for providing help and advice to its corporate
clients. One of Beta’s stated aims was to use the BCN to drive user adoption and
engagement within its client networks. The BCN served at once as a suggestion
box and discussion space for new product features and as a community for client
community managers, tasked with the roll-out, and more generally the success, of
the Beta ESNs within their organisations.

Accordingly, Beta made available via the BCN a range of different employees,
most notably product managers and so-called Beta community network advisors
(CNAs). Yet, rather than merely establishing bilateral relationships between client
community managers and ‘their’ CNAs, Beta—out of a deep belief in transparency
and the usefulness of its ESN for facilitating discussion—opted to create a space in
which CNAs and client community managers were able to freely communicate and
share their experiences with each other. It is this communal aspect of the BCN that
is of most interest to our study.

We obtained from Beta a structured file of all public messages exchanged on the
BCNbetween January 2011 andApril 2013. This data set contained a total of just over
90K messages, around 15K of which were automatically generated bot messages.
For each message the data set contained the actual message content, a time stamp,
the ID of the sender of the message, the ID of the message it was in reply to, and a
thread number that allowed sorting messages into communication threads to follow
unfolding conversations. It also indicated if a message was posted in a group and
the group name. To protect the privacy of its clients, the data set did not contain any
identifying details about its users or their organisations, beyond numerical IDs.

Thedata is suitable for our study for a number of reasons. Firstly, it provides unique
access to the first hand conversations amongESNcommunitymanagerswhich allows
studying the sense-making process of this group of people as they are involved in
the roll-out and appropriation in their organisations. Secondly, the data stems from a
period (2011–2013) when ESN was making inroads into organisational workplaces
as an innovation that had yet to be fully understood. This time period is thus ideal
to study how community managers jointly coped with the resulting ambiguity and
uncertainty that each faced in their organisations. And thirdly, the data set includes
the voice of Beta itself, in the form of the CNAs and other Beta employees.
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Data Analysis and Initial Findings

As our interest in this paper lies with studying how community managers go about
dealing with the conflicting requirements of stakeholders involved in the roll-out and
adoption/implementation of ESN in their organisations, we focused on the ways in
which they shared experiences regarding those matters within the BCN, rather than
other conversations, such as those about technical ESN matters. Given the subject
matter we proceeded with a qualitative, iterative analysis approach. Due to the size
of the dataset this involved in a first step the identification of those conversations
relevant to the topic. We began with one author reading the entirety of the main feed
of the BCN, making notes of what stood out as surprising and interesting (Alvesson
& Sandberg, 2013). The resulting set of conversations was then discussed with her
co-author in an attempt to make sense of what was found and to identify a suitable
lens through which to understand what was going on in the data (Timmermans &
Tavory, 2012; Weick, 2012).

In our initial reading of the material we found a number of different conversations
in which community managers reported on tensions that stem from what we came to
understand as a ‘caught in the middle’ position in their organisations, in that they had
to rehearse different ways of communicating the value of ESN to different cohorts.
This was most notable in a number of discussions that revolved around the following
matters:

• How do managers and the broader workforce view the ESN? Some community
managers reported that it was surprisingly difficult to convince managers of the
benefits of employees using the ESN, as any such benefits were predominantly
parsed through a productivity lens, at the expense of a broader understanding that
included ‘socialising’ among employees, which was conversely often used as a
drawcard to motivate employees to join the ESN.

• How are benefits of the ESN demonstrated to the two stakeholder groups? On the
one hand, community managers saw a strong need to be able to defend the ESN’s
worth in terms of economic value vis-à-vis corporate managers. For example, a
published report commissioned by Beta that reported on a particularly high ROI
when employing Beta’s ESN was said to be useful in doing so. This helped them
construct the ESN as a productivity tool that was ‘good for business’ because
it could be linked to efficiency and ultimately profitability. At the same time,
BCN members also discussed the ESN as a discussion space with the capacity
to break down silos and encourage workers to voice their opinions and get to
know one another across business functions, regardless of status. Given that those
two framings are at odds with each other, it led to visible confusion, anxiety and
discussion among the community managers.

• How is participation in the ESN viewed? The differences in understanding of
the ESN were further reflected in discussions about how ‘engagement’ on the
ESN was perceived differently in different organisations. In one organisation,
a high engagement score (meaning many workers were performing at least some
actions on the ESN) could be taken to mean that workers were being unproductive,
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as they were wasting time on a “social” platform. In another organisation high
engagement scores could be seen as a success indicator in that the ESN was
supporting productivity.

• Should management participate in the ESN? There was also disagreement among
community managers about whether it was desirable to have executives join their
local networks. Some thought that the presence of executives was a necessary way
of lending credibility to the use of the ESN as a work tool, while other community
managers thought that an executive presence would hamper workers in speaking
their mind or deter them from contributing altogether for fear of being seen as lazy
or unproductive.

Given the ways in which the ESN was portrayed very differently not just across
organisations, but more importantly within the same organisation, by different stake-
holder groups, meant that community managers had to at least juggle, if not reconcile
those conflicting viewpoints. These initial insights reinforced that the community
manager role is indeed characterised by a need to sustain more than one message at a
time while coping with the pressures that such a selective and strategic presentation
of information requires. This led us to search for an appropriate theoretical lens that
would aid us in interpreting and theorizing the role of the ESN community man-
agers, as the nexus of ESN appropriation practices. We were particularly interested
in the kind of work that was being performed by the community managers on the
BCN, and making sense of what was happening when community managers shared
their frustrations, tips, strategies, and suggestions with one another and with Beta
representatives.

In Search of a Theoretical Lens

The situation of the community managers being ‘stuck in the middle’ reminded us
of the story of the “foreman” as reported in some of the early management literature
(Roethlisberger, 1945). This literature typified the foreman’s dilemma as stemming
from being both the “master and victim of double talk”. The foreman had to deal
with being ‘stuck in the middle’; between management and the factory floor, an
awkward position that Roethlisberger associated with a near constant state of anx-
iety. Today, this position is commonly associated with the ‘middle manager’, who
similarly needs to keep two cohorts happy at once, even when the aims of these two
groups (management and workers) are in conflict with one another.

The notion of the foreman thus provided a starting point for illuminating the
community managers’ problems, and the way in which the community managers
frequently appealed to their CNAs, and to one another, for help in ‘managing the
message’ in a dual direction. We sought to further understand this middle manager
perspective and found that sociologist Erving Goffman (1959) drew on Roethlis-
berger’s ideas and developed a detailed theoretical discussion of the foreman role,
which he characterised as an example of a ‘go-between’. Thus informed by the work
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of Roethlisberger and Goffman, we developed a perspective with which we were
able to ask new questions in a second, more targeted, analysis of the data. In this
analysis we became sensitised to the uniqueness of the BCN setting: as a place or
‘region’ (Goffman, 1959) where community managers could come together, to share
the burden of their position and to develop strategies with which to more effectively
“talk out of both sides of his mouth at the same time—to become a master of double
talk” (Roethlisberger, 1945, pp. 7–8).

We found that our data offered the opportunity to employ theoretical categories
fromGoffman to shed light on the community manager role. Further, this perspective
enabled us to see the BCN as a particular kind of space which allows community
managers to privately come together and make sense of ESNs and develop strategies
that support the complex ‘performances’ involved in gaining and sustaining support
for ESN implementation and adoption. In the following section we introduce several
conceptual tools from Goffman (1959) that we subsequently put to work in inter-
preting our case data to gain insights about the community manager role and how
the BCN supported their ability to cope with both the ambiguity of ESN and their
two-sided role in promoting its use. In the subsequent section we work with this
theory to make sense of our data, bringing in further concepts from Goffman (1959)
where needed to analyse our case material.

Goffman’s Theatre Metaphor for Theorising Social Life

Goffman’s The Presentation of Self in Everyday Life outlines a way of understanding
everyday life through the metaphor of theatrical performance. His concepts of ‘front
stage’ and ‘backstage’ regions have found some purchase in Information Systems
literature concerned with unofficial ‘backchannel’ communications (Orlikowski,
1996). Goffman’s wider corpus and reference to the materiality of social life has
also been championed as useful to scholars interested in technology by Pinch and
Swedberg (2008). Overall however Goffman’s influence in Information Systems and
Organisational research remains marginal and we acknowledge that readers may not
be familiar with the nuances of his approach. We therefore introduce key concepts
and give brief context to his thinking here. Our introduction to Goffman is attuned
to those aspects that we find relevant to the study of ESN, and we recognise that this
precis is selective and is of course interpreted in a particular way. We direct inter-
ested readers to the original text as a primary source with, we argue, the potential to
inspire further thinking and research on the topic of ESN use and implementation in
particular and IS more broadly.
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Table 4.1 Performances require information control

Term Definition

Secrets The concealment of destructive information is necessary for teams
to maintain a particular impression of reality; teams keep one
another’s secrets and conceal destructive information from their
audiences through impression management techniques

Destructive information Provided by facts that, if attention is drawn to them, would
discredit, disrupt or make useless the reality that the performance
fosters in relation to a particular audience

Information control A key problem for performing teams is to prevent the audience
from acquiring destructive information; “a team must be able to
keep its secrets and have its secrets kept”

Performances and Secrets

Goffman (1959) uses the metaphor of theatre to study and understand the dynamics
of everyday life. He claims that we are always engaged in a performance of one
kind or another, in relation to a particular audience. A performance is the endeavour
of enacting a particular reality in relation to others (Goffman, 1959; Hafermalz,
Riemer, & Boell, 2016). This is usually a collective effort—for example a team of
consultants help one another in enacting professionalism and authority in relation to
their client. These impressions that are fostered in the process of performance are
however always partial and fragile, meaning that a team needs to work together to
emphasise information that supports the reality they are trying to sustain, while de-
emphasizing andconcealing information that is incongruentwith it.As a consequence
performances to a large extent rely on the keeping of secrets—the suppression of
certain facts from the audience to whom one is performing (Table 4.1).

A key aspect of being part of a performing team in the Goffmanian sense is
that teammates help keep each other’s secrets, explicitly or even at times without
being consciously aware that such secrets are in play. Secrets, characterised by the
containment of destructive information, can only be kept when there are adequate
means of separating teams from one another, in that there needs to be a degree of
separation between the performing team and the audience, so that the performing
team has ways in which they can present certain realities while concealing others
(for example costumes hanging in a theatre dressing room or piles of laundry in
an expensive hotel). Secrets cannot be kept when there are no boundaries between
performing teams and audiences. It is thus in relation to secrets that the notions of
the ‘front stage’ and ‘backstage’ become important.

The notion of performances and secrets is relevant to our case because it provides
us with a way of understanding the interaction between community managers on
the BCN. Access to the BCN is restricted, and it is this privacy that supports the
sharing of ‘destructive information’ that is useful to fellow community managers but
could be harmful if it were to be accessed by workers or managers in their respective
organisations. We also note that privacy achieved through restricted access to ESNs



4 The Go-Betweens: Backstage Collaboration … 71

is important, and that it is possible to see the ‘same’ ESN platform as being very
different in practice, depending on what cohorts have access to it and what kind of
information is shared there.

Regions for Information Control

Goffman’s notion of ‘front stage’ and ‘backstage’ are often introduced in a purely
spatial sense, to delineate between one geographic area and another. What is often
missed is that it is a need for information control that drives the construction of the
boundaries that generate the front/backstage distinction. More than a fixed cordoned
off place, backstage regions are ameans of enabling the concealment of certain facts,
or secrets, in the process of staging performances. Storerooms, changing rooms, and
bathrooms are typical architectural examples of dedicated backstage spaces where
individuals or groups of people exercise ‘information control’ by concealing ‘tools
of their trade’, whether it be stacks of an item of clothing that on the store floor is
presented as ‘one of a kind’, or an office lunchroom where workers take a break,
relax, and speak candidly about the daily goings-on of the organisation.

Temporal and spatial separation between groups allows for the alternate conceal-
ment and strategic presentation of information in a team’s pursuit of sustaining “the
definition of the situation that its performance fosters” (Goffman, 1959, p. 141).
Backstage regions are thus primarily of importance because they offer a mechanism
that affords concealing a team’s secrets from the audience they perform to. Any
reader who has had the experience of being shown ‘backstage’ after a performance
will know that what is revealed there interrupts (sometimes to disappointing effect)
the illusion that was fostered during the staged performance.

The analogy of a backstage can and has been translated to technologically-enabled
environments.We have long used spatial metaphors to discuss online communication
venues, e.g. a ‘chat room’ and scholars have explicitly used Goffman’s work to
describe situations where an online communication environment is used as a kind of
‘backstage’ that allows users to communicate in an informal capacity about what is
happening on the ‘front stage’ (Hafermalz & Riemer, 2016; Orlikowski, 1996).

Under this analytical lens, both secrets and the spaces that enable their confidential
transmission and concealment are essential elements of performance, both in the
theatre and in everyday life. While prior IS research has focused on the spatial aspect
of this point by discussing particular types of space or ‘regions’ for communication
(see Table 4.2), so far the link to the importance of secrets in the wider process of
staging a performance that involves technologically enabled communication has not
been fully explored. Aswewill show however, appreciating the importance of secrets
is key to understanding another element ofGoffman’s framework, “roles”.Goffman’s
analysis of roles is closely linked to the concepts of regions and information control,
and his notion of “discrepant roles” in particular proves useful to our analysis of
community managers.
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Table 4.2 Regions and their translation to the case

Term Definition Goffman
example

Case example

Region ‘any place that is bounded to some
degree by barriers to perception’ more
or less bound, e.g. a room with glass
panels (aurally bound) versus brick
walls (visually and aurally bound)

Doctor’s
consulting room

Beta ESN:
‘general stream’,
or group

Front region
(front stage)

The place, relative to a given
performance, where the performance is
given, where aspects of activity
congruent with the impression of reality
that the performing team is trying to
maintain are expressively accentuated
and discrepant information is
suppressed

Floor of a shop The client
ESNs; a
boardroom
during a meeting
with executives;
at-desk training
sessions with
employees

Back region
(backstage)

A place, relative to a given performance,
where the impression fostered by the
performance is knowingly contradicted
as a matter of course. Commonly
located near but away from where the
performance is located, cut off by a
partition and guarded passageway

A hotel kitchen The BCN
network; private
ESN groups

Discrepant Roles

Goffman (1959) posits that in relation to a particular performance, everyone takes on
a particular role. The main roles, found in most performances, are that of: performer,
audience, and outsider (see Table 4.3). Usually the staging of a performance requires
that people fall clearly into one of these roles (keeping in mind that both roles and
regions are never essential to a person or place, they derive their meaning from their
position within the performance): (1) A performer is a member of the performing
team and possesses the most information about the performance; (2) audiencemem-
bers have access to the information that is presented to them, but may also be able
to glean insight to destructive information through careful observation (for example
by noticing a misplaced prop). (3) There are also always outsiders who are excluded
from both the front stage and backstage and generally have no knowledge of the
performance.

The need for regions to be accessible by different kinds of people at certain times
is common to everyday life because “destructive information” (Table 4.1) needs to be
kept concealed from the audience to whom a team performs if a particular enactment
of reality is to be maintained. So both in a theatre performance and in ‘real life’,
backstage spaces are generally protected and only accessible to the performing team
(e.g. a ‘staff only’ sign on a hotel door). However some roles are more complicated
than those shown in Table 4.3. In some cases, an audience member may be ‘in’ on



4 The Go-Betweens: Backstage Collaboration … 73

Table 4.3 Main roles in relation to a performance

Role Information possessed Accessible regions Case example

Performer Impression they foster
and destructive
information about the
show

Front stage and
backstage

Community managers
traverse both their
organisation’s ESN
and the BCN

Audience What they have been
allowed to perceive
and what they can
glean from close
observation

Front stage Managers and workers
who use the company
ESNs do not have
access to the BCN

Outsider Neither the secrets of
the performance nor
the appearance of the
reality fostered

Excluded from both
regions

ESN non-adopters

the performance, for example a ‘shill’ in a circus surreptitiously plays along with the
circus performers in order to facilitate the exploitation of the ‘marks’. The shill has
knowledge of the performers’ secrets even though she acts as if she is a member of
the audience.

Goffman is interested in such exceptions and refers to all such roles, which do not
fit neatly into the categories shown in Table 4.3, as “discrepant roles”. Discrepant
roles are roles where peculiar vantage points lead to incongruences in the categories
shown inTable 4.3. Such roles are possiblewhen someone has access tomore regions,
and therefore information, than is usually available to either a single performing team
or single audience, e.g. the shill. Another example of a discrepant role that we will
focus on in this chapter is called a mediator, or “go-between”. A go-between is
characterised by access to some of the backstage regions and secrets of two teams.
This is different from the shill, who only has access to the secrets of one performing
team. Instead, the go-between is an example of a discrepant role because they perform
to two audiences and are knowledgeable of aspects of both of these teams’ secrets.
Go-betweens are in essence ‘double-shills’ (Goffman, 1959, p. 93).

One famous organisational example of a go-between, whichwementioned earlier,
is the factory foreman. The foreman was a fairly new, prominent, and curious posi-
tion in Goffman’s time. Building on a well-known article by Roethlisberger (1945),
Goffman writes:

One illustration of the go-between’s role appears in recent studies of the function of the
foreman. Not only must he accept the duties of the director, guiding the show on the factory
floor on behalf of the managerial audience, but he must also translate what he knows and
what the audience sees into a verbal line which his conscience and the audience will be
willing to accept (Goffman, 1959, p. 159).

Here we get a sense of how the foreman must be a part of two performances
that occur in different places and in relation to two different audiences—one in
the manager’s office to management and one on the factory floor to workers. The
foreman as go-between is aware of secrets which one team does not wish to share
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with the other, and must be very careful in what facts he presents and conceals to
either team. The foreman as go-between is thus an historical example of a discrepant
role and illustrates the complexities that come from needing to act out one’s role in
relation to different teams and performances where the concealment, sharing, and
maintenance of secrets through the use of spatial divisions is vital to fostering a
successful impression of reality and keeping the show going.

We have already characterised the community managers as playing the role of
such ‘go-betweens’. They occupy a discrepant role that has them caught between
management and worker cohorts. They have special access to the ‘secrets’ of each
of these cohorts, and need to be careful about how they exercise information control
both in relation to their own and their two audiences’ performances. As we will
explore in the following, the BCN offers a unique opportunity for these go-betweens
to gather in a space that affords them the privacy needed to carefully share such
destructive information in a candid and constructive way. We will show that this
sharing not only of information but of secrets plays a vital part in the construction of
a collegial relationship that supports them in the local performances of their roles.

Analysis: Interplay of BCN, Community Managers
and CNAs

Encouraged by our initial insights we set out to better understand the nature of
the BCN from a theoretical perspective, by employing Goffman’s regions and roles
concepts. Making use of Goffman’s concept of the go-between made it possible for
us to appreciate the uniqueness of the BCN as a space for this cohort to congregate,
interact, and collaborate. It was also initially unclear to us what role the CNAs
played in this arrangement, as a group of people dedicated to assisting the community
managers (as go-betweens) to better manage the duality of their message. We find
that Goffman (1959) provides a way of analysing our data that accounts for the
complexities of these roles by offering concepts that are sensitive to spatiality. In
the following we show how the BCN is constructed as a “backstage” space for
community managers who are geographically dispersed and we consider how use of
this space facilitates them in making sense of ESN and how to facilitate its adoption
in their respective companies.

The BCN as a Backstage for Sharing “Secrets”

We introduced concepts from Goffman’s work on performances in some detail
because we found that this perspective assists our analysis of the BCN case. We
first draw on Goffman’s notions to argue that in our case, the BCN acts as a back-
stage space for community managers, who we come to understand as go-betweens.



4 The Go-Betweens: Backstage Collaboration … 75

We found that there is a tendency for the content of the community managers’
conversations to directly pertain to these groups and their respective ‘secrets’. For
example, in the interaction in Fig. 4.1 between community managers, the challenge
of getting leaders and executives to participate in ESNs is discussed. These com-
munity managers come from different (perhaps even competing) companies, and
yet here they are exchanging suggestions and insights about how to present infor-
mation (about ESN use) to one of their audience cohorts (executives/management).
The advice centres on how to craft and sustain a particular reality in relation to
this audience. In the exchange below, certain ‘destructive information’ pertaining to
management audiences is shared—for example, the notion that executives are sus-
ceptible to flattery is discussed as a tactic for assisting other community managers
in sustaining the impression that Beta is a worthwhile tool for executives; while
another community manager reveals that their manager is insecure about being seen
to condone unprofessional behaviour at work and that this needs to be overcome if
Beta is to be seen as worth adopting.

The above exchange demonstrates how the BCN provides a ‘backstage’ space that
permits the candid sharing of secrets pertaining to community managers’ manage-
ment audience, for example in relation to the strategies that communitymanagers use
to ‘manage upwards’ in influencing their executives. Because the BCN is accessible
only to those who have been invited to it, there is little chance that the audience
members to whom the community managers usually perform will ‘walk in’ and see
that they are being talked about. It is therefore a private space where performers can
run through their performance and rehearse how to best enact a particular reality
when they will be ‘on stage’.

We have already explained that such backstage spaces are integral to all perfor-
mances as all performing teams need to keep secrets from their audiences in order
to sustain the “illusion” that their performance fosters. However appreciating the
uniqueness of the BCN case requires a consideration of what it means for commu-
nity managers as go-betweens to have a space to gather, engage in sense-making,
and share secrets about their dual audiences.

The ESN Community Managers as “Go-Betweens”

The role of the go-between is onemarked by anxiety (Roethlisberger 1945), to dowith
needing to manage two impressions at once and needing to gain the “spontaneous
cooperation” of the workforce, while meeting managerial imperatives at the same
time. The excerpt below in Fig. 4.2 illustrates a discussionwhere the need for this kind
of worker co-operation in the face of managerial imperatives leads to an exchange of
advice. The community managers share their strategies and suggestions for engaging
employees in the use of their company ESNs.

We interpret this exchange as the community managers collectively making sense
of ESN and rehearsing different impressions of what the ESN is and what it can offer
workers, seemingly in preparation for a future front stage performance (i.e. on the
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Fig. 4.1 The BCN as a backstage space that permits the sharing of secrets

ESN itself or in training meetings or company presentations). What is noteworthy
about it is that the community managers are not actually technically on the same
performing team—they do not work in the same company, and so are never ‘on
stage’ together when performing their role in relation to either management or other
workers. Whether we take ‘on stage’ to refer to company ESNs or physical organi-
sational spaces, the community managers are only ever in the same space when they
interact on the BCN—they do not share the same front stage, because their daily
performances (managing their respective company’s social networks) are geograph-
ically, temporally, and organisationally separated. How then are we to understand the
communitymanagers’ relationship to one another? This question leads us to consider
an additional term from Goffman’s vocabulary: that of the “colleague”.
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Fig. 4.2 Discussing audience secrets

The BCN as a Place for Fostering “Collegiality”

Goffman (1959, p. 159, our emphasis) describes the colleague relationship as fol-
lows. We quote him at length because our findings suggest that this relationship of
collegiality is significant for understanding and appreciating the work of the ESN
community managers more fully:
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Colleagues may be defined as persons who present the same routine to the same kind of
audience but who do not participate together, as team-mates do, at the same time and place
before the same particular audience. Colleagues, as it is said, share a community of fate. In
having to put on the same kind of performance, they come to know each other’s difficulties
and points of view; whatever their tongues, they come to speak the same social language.
And while colleagues who compete for audiences may keep some strategic secrets from
one another, they cannot very well hide from one another certain things that they hide from
the audience. The front that is maintained before others need not be maintained among
themselves; relaxation becomes possible.

Here we find in Goffman’s work an insightful and useful way of thinking about
the nature of collaboration that emerges on the BCN between community managers.

We argue that, in being able to communicatewith other communitymanagers from
all over the world and from different organisations using the BCN, the community
managers are able to “come to speak the same social language” (Goffman, 1959,
p. 159) about ESN community management. As this is quite a new job title/position,
the opportunity to make sense of their own role and identities, and to discuss the
nature of their performances, audiences, and the challenges they face, allows them to
devise implementation strategies and to give voice to their anxieties, while being able
to relax in the knowledge that others share similar experiences. As Goffman points
out, while they may not tell each other everything, it is futile to try to fully keep up
appearances as certain trade secrets would be familiar to all.We found evidence of the
‘venting’ aspect of the collegial dynamic in the way in which community managers
would complain in an almost exasperated tone about the challenges of their role and
equipment—reluctant executives, paranoid employees, poorly executed updates.

At first, this exchange seems to indicate a negative tone in the BCN interactions,
but employing Goffman’s description of collegiality we find in these calls for help
and advice evidence of collegial relationships emerging. The episode in Fig. 4.3
illustrates how communitymanagers share their frustrations and experiences, engage
in sense-making to devise strategies and pass on ‘narratives’ that each can use in local
performances to be successful in their roles. It is significant that these community
managers refer to one another as “we”, and share details of their experiences in a
way that reveals a degree of vulnerability, which comes from struggling with their
go-between positions.

Here again Goffman (1959, p. 160), now quoting Hughes (1945, pp. 168–169),
offers a way of understanding the nature of these confessional interactions that take
place between colleagues, where privately sharing experiences and ‘tricks of the
trade’ helps to build a bond that in turn facilitates ongoing work:

Part of the working code of a position is discretion; it allows the colleagues to exchange
confidences concerning their relation to other people. Among these confidences one finds
expressions of cynicism concerning their mission, their competence, and the foibles of their
superiors, themselves, their clients, their subordinates, and the public at large. Such expres-
sions take the burden from one’s shoulders and serve as a defence as well. The unspoken
mutual confidence necessary to them rests on two assumptions concerning one’s fellows.
The first is that the colleague will not misunderstand; the second is that he will not repeat to
uninitiated ears.
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Fig. 4.3 Forging collegial relationships
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Here Hughes highlights the importance of secrets (and the ‘spaces’ that allow
them to be kept) for the development of collegial relationships. When read through
this theoretical lens we see that the BCN offers community managers an opportunity
to bond, to share and make sense of their mutual struggles. As a consequence of
sharing destructive information, they become responsible to one another and this
plays a role in helping them to build a community of colleagues, that we suspect in
turn helps them to improve their performance. Although at times negative in tone,
we find that the BCN conversations between community managers may in fact be a
sign of the process by which collegiality is established.

We have so far shown how our analysis, using Goffman, allows us to productively
interpret the community managers as ‘go-betweens’, a type of discrepant role that is
marked by the burden of performing to two audiences at once, without much exis-
tential space for a sense of being one’s own kind of team. By offering a private space
where secrets can be shared between go-betweens, the BCN affords the development
of collegial relationships and thus of a community of geographically and organisa-
tionally disparate community managers. In order to give a fuller picture of the role of
the BCN, we now consider the remaining participants on the platform—the CNAs,
who are employees of Beta tasked with advising the community managers via the
BCN platform, along with additional on-phone and in-person support. To do so we
draw on Goffman’s notion of a ‘service specialist’.

The CNAs as “Service Specialists”

Service specialists, according to Goffman (1959), help their clients (members of
the performing team) to present their performances. Service specialists are not a
part of the performing team and do not go on stage. Instead they assist with the
construction, repair, and maintenance of the show their clients maintain before other
people. In the theatre, service specialists include set designers and costume makers,
whose job is to support the performance and not to be seen by the audience. ‘Real
world’ examples are architects, stylists, and consultants who specialize in supporting
performing teams in presenting a particular impression to their audiences, again by
assisting in the concealment of certain ‘facts’ and the strategic presentation of others.

We theorise that the CNAs who interact on the BCN are directly involved in
helping the community managers in their performances, particularly in maintaining
the dual impression of the Beta ESN as both a productivity tool in relation to man-
agement, and as a social tool in relation to employees. The CNAs and other Beta
employees who participate in the BCN are responsible for assisting the community
managers inmanaging the complexity of their performances. Although there is a sep-
arate help desk available for technical problems, the CNAs listen to the community
managers’ stories and help to identify their needs. In response to requests for sup-
port, the CNAs create training videos and presentation slide decks that community
managers then use to help ‘stage’ their performances, as discussed in the interaction
between community managers and CNAs in Fig. 4.4.
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Fig. 4.4 Discussing ‘staging’ with ‘service specialists’

To better appreciate the role that the CNAs play in our casewe learn fromGoffman
(1959, p. 152) that service specialists are in a unique position because “they are like
members of the team in that they learn the secrets of the show and obtain a backstage
view of it”. This is indeed the case in our data—the CNAs are party to all discussions
taking place on the BCN and are ‘let in’ on trade secrets and privileged information.
However, because these service specialists do not themselves need to partake directly
in the ESN implementation performances, “the specialist does not share the risk, the
guilt, and the satisfaction of presenting before an audience the show to which he has
contributed” (Goffman, 1959, pp. 152–153). So, while the service specialist learns
secrets aboutmembers of the performing team, “the others do not learn corresponding
secrets about him” (Goffman, 1959, p. 153). This imbalance leads to a phenomenon
where clients try to convert their service specialists into what Goffman refers to as
confidants.
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Walking a Fine Line—Turning CNAs into “Confidants”

With the confidant role Goffman describes someone who shares their secrets with
others, without a transactional basis for the relationship (Goffman, 1959). Goffman
observes that often clientswill try to turn their service specialists into confidants. This
comes to bear due to the information asymmetry or power imbalance that emerges in
the service specialist/client relationship, whereby the ‘weaker’ party over time tries
to break down the power distance by establishing interactions that are more informal
or intimate in nature than the relationship between the parties would otherwise war-
rant (Goffman, 1959). Hairdressers provide a good non-theatrical illustration here:
a client who has been disclosing destructive information to her hairdresser (as ser-
vice specialist) for years may eventually try to coax the hairdresser into a friendship
relationship, where services are no longer paid for and the hairdresser divulges their
secrets to their (former) client in equal measure.

We see some evidence of such attempts to convert CNAs as service specialists into
‘confidants’ in our data as well—on the platform, community managers emphasise
experiences of meeting their CNAs at conferences and events and often encourage
interactions that are personal in tone, for example making jokes and recollecting
memorable events. Towards the latter sections of our data, the interactions between
CNAs and community managers become more and more friendly and familiar in
tone. The following excerpt gives evidence of one such exchange where community
managers and CNAs exchange praise and flattery, breaking down barriers by voicing
their intentions to meet in person outside of the BCN (Fig. 4.5).

This exchanges provides evidence of how community managers and CNAs over
time have come to appreciate their mutual presence and collaboration, which results
in active attempts to break down the transactional distance between the two groups, so
that members of the two groups come to interact in ways more befitting of colleagues
than of clients and service specialists. We note that the initiative for such attempts to
reduce distance and engage in more informal exchanges usually come from within
the community manager group.

According to Goffman this renegotiation of boundaries may occur in part because
there is an asymmetry of information that develops over time, as service specialists
gain access to secrets about their clients’ performances and audiences, all the while
not being required to offer much in the way of confidential information in return. We
can thus read the shift towards a more familiar tone as a possible attempt to restore
a sense of informational balance between the two cohorts, as well as potentially
an effort on behalf of the community managers to obtain ‘extra’ assistance, special
treatment, or insider information in relation to Beta and its future plans.We speculate
that as a result of these tendencies, the dynamics of such relationships (i.e. between
service specialists and their clients) will change over time, and that it is therefore
unlikely that the dynamics that we identified in the BCN can be manufactured, or at
least not sustained indefinitely. We thus find that even in the primarily digital setting
of the BCN there is a ‘fine line’ between service specialist and client that is open to
negotiation, and which is sometimes crossed.
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Fig. 4.5 Reducing distance between community network advisors {CNA} and community man-
agers {CM}

Summary: The Value of a Community of Go-Betweens

Through aGoffmanian lens, we have come to see the BCN as a ‘backstage’ space that
is uniquely able to facilitate relationships of collegiality amongst the geographically
and organisationally disparate community managers. As such, it is important that
such a space is not accessible by either the management or worker ‘audience’ cohorts
to whom the community managers ‘perform’. The restricted permissions of the BCN
thus played an important role in rendering the platform a place where secrets could
be shared and kept. It was through this sharing of secrets (for example about how
communitymanagers ‘pitch’ESNas adifferent kindof technologydependingonwho
they are speaking with) that the grounds for collegiality was established. In turn, this
collegialitymade it possible for communitymanagers to share tips, vent, and rehearse
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and improve their subsequent ‘performances’ pertaining to the implementation of
ESN in their respective organisations.

We note that the BCNworked as a backstage space because there was grounds for
collegiality amongst its participants: the community managers shared a ‘community
of fate’ because they all have a stake in implementing ESN, and can share their
experiences of staging the kinds of performances that this activity involves. Because
they serve similar kinds of audiences and share the experience of being ‘stuck in the
middle’, sufficient common ground exists for collegiality to be established, and the
BCN provides the space for this kind of relationship to develop over time.

We further found that the presence of the CNAs, as ‘service specialists’ was
important in two ways. Firstly, the service specialists treat the community managers
as clients, which gives these otherwise put-upon individuals a sense of status and
identity. The presence of the service specialists creates an opportunity for the go-
betweens to be a collective: the CNAs want to impress them, and for once they can
complain and make demands and assert a degree of power. Secondly on a prag-
matic level, the CNAs as service specialists are tasked with assisting the community
managers in staging their complex performances. Upon request, training materials,
videos, slide decks, and even an occasional system alteration to the Beta ESN plat-
form itself are created to improve the credibility of the ‘impressions of reality’ in
relation to ESN use, that the community managers are working to maintain in their
organisations.

Finally, we found that the tendency, which Goffman identifies, for clients to try
to convert service specialists into confidants also appears to occur in our online case
context. Over time, and driven by the group of community managers, the conversa-
tions between them and the CNAs became more and more personal and convivial.

Conclusion and Implications

In this paper we have investigated the role of the ‘community manager’ that emerged
recently in response to the challenges of implementation and adoption of Enterprise
Social Networks (ESN). ESNs are malleable technologies and thus come with the
need to be interpreted and appropriated byworkers into their local business practices.
This requirement brings about a tension between the expectations of managers and
executives as the sponsors of ESN roll-out and those of the workers who have to
engage in an active process of experimentation and sense-making to find appropriate
use for the ESN in their practices. This puts the community manager in the position
of a “go-between”, who has to mediate and manage the tensions between the expec-
tations of these two groups. Consequently, we set out to investigate the following
research question: How do community managers deal with their conflicted position
in the process of ESN implementation and adoption?

We had access to a unique data set for studying how community managers com-
municate and collaborate to help each other make sense of and cope with their roles,
in the form of communication data from the Beta Community Network (BCN), a
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dedicated, inter-organisational ESN made up of community managers of Beta’s cor-
porate ESN clients and Beta employees. An initial analysis of our case data made us
reach for the work of Goffman (1959), as a way to understand the particular role and
place of the community managers in the process of ESN implementation, as well
as the role of the BCN in facilitating coordination among them. The answer to our
research question lies in the insight that communitymanagers cope with the demands
of their position by seeking to build a community of their own, which serves as a
place for joint strategizing and identity-building with their ‘colleagues’.

Implications for Practice

Our findings have surfaced useful implications for various stakeholders involved in
the development, implementation and use of ESN specifically, and malleable tech-
nologiesmore broadly (seeTable 4.4 for a summary). For organisations implementing
malleable, infrastructure-like technologies (such as ESN)we note that such technolo-
gies require organisations to coordinate a multi-stakeholder process of sense-making
and appropriation to find appropriate uses for the technology. Often a dedicated role
is created and put in charge of this process—so-called community managers in the
case of ESNs, who not only observe, encourage and curate communication on the
ESN itself, but otherwise work with stakeholders to find appropriate uses for the
ESN and encourage adoption.

Our study was motivated by the observation that the in-betweenness of such roles
can be challenging and uncomfortable. We reasoned that people in such go-between
roles will benefit from connecting and collaborating with people in comparable
roles in other organisations, with positive effects on their respective implementation
and adoption projects. If suitable spaces for building a community of go-betweens
do not exist, people in such roles might want to consider creating dedicated inter-
organisational online spaces that are restricted to people in comparable positions in
other organisations, in order to provide a safe space for collegial exchange between
them. Such spaces can be private groups in public social media, or dedicated inter-
organisational ESNs.

For providers of malleable technologies our case shows that organising such an
online community of go-betweens can be a valuable business strategy, in particular
when the provider makes available personnel who encourage, facilitate and support
the sense-making activities of the community managers. More broadly we argue that
providers of malleable technologies will benefit from explicitly recognising the open
platform or infrastructure character of their technologies, subsequently treating it as a
service rather than a product, which deserves explicit support to increase the success
rate of implementation and adoption in client organisations. Finally, we note that the
tendency of client go-betweens to try and reduce the distance between them and the
service managers presents a potential risk that the transactional nature between the
provider and the client company representatives is compromised.
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Table 4.4 Practical implications for stakeholders involved inmalleable technology implementation

Stakeholder group Advice

Client organisations Malleable technologies, as open and flexible platforms, require user
experimentation and sense-making to find appropriate uses
Looking after such a process of experimentation and sense-making
requires the creation of a dedicated go-between role

Go-betweens People tasked with the success of malleable technology
implementation find themselves in a challenging position between
diverging management and worker expectations
Given their precarious position people in this role will benefit from
exchanges with people in comparable positions in other organisations
The building of a private community of go-betweens affords
strategizing and identity building for the benefit of both the
go-betweens and their implementation projects

Technology providers Providers of malleable technologies might consider building and
moderating a community of go-betweens for the added benefit of
learning and client relationship building
Creating of a dedicated service or relationship manager role will
benefit the sense-making of the group of client go-betweens and thus
might drive success of the technology in client organisations
A risk is presented by the tendency of client go-betweens to make
service managers their confidants, thus compromising the otherwise
transactional nature of the relationship

Implications for Future Research

Our work has direct implications for the future study of ESN. We have drawn on a
unique data set that allows us to see ESN operating as a private inter-organisational
space, rather than only as a public, company-wide activity stream that facilitates
impression management more explicitly. We have shown that an ESN can act as an
important, and to an extent protected/private, space where an otherwise disparate
‘community of fate’ can come together to work on understanding the complexities
of their role in a way that informs refinement of their performance in another context.
Future research could investigate these ideas by interviewing and observing network
members in their everydaywork to better understand how the sense-making that takes
place online informs broader practice and vice versa. In particular we suggest that
seeing such an inter-organisational network as ‘a backstage space for go-between
collegiality and community’ can inform further research concerned with ESN use
and implementation. As we have shown, there is still an unresolved tension in organ-
isations that are trying to understand the use value of ESNs—are they a productivity
tool, or a social infrastructure?

More broadly, ourwork suggests that Goffman’s analytical framework, aswe have
introduced it here, can generate further insights in future research on ESN because
his theatre metaphor lens is sensitive to the relationship between space, boundaries,
information, and roles. These elements are all relevant in an ESN because there
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are always dynamics of information concealment and display. While Goffman is
often considered in relation to impression management (Gardner &Martinko, 1988;
Wiesenfeld, Raghuram, & Garud, 2001), we argue that his work is concerned with
the social and material production of reality more fundamentally. ESN data gives us
a unique opportunity to see the process of such productions play out in a relatively
‘naturalistic’ way over significant periods of time.

References

Alvesson, M., & Sandberg, J. (2013). Constructing research questions: Doing interesting research.
London: SAGE.

Bughin, J. (2015). Taking the measure of the networked enterprise. McKinsey Quarterly, 51(10),
1–4.

Carroll, J., Howard, S., Peck, J., &Murphy, J. (2002). A field study of perceptions and use of mobile
telephones by 16 to 22 year olds. Journal of Information Technology Theory and Application,
4(2), 49–61.

Dahlander, L., & Gann, D. M. (2010). How open is innovation? Research Policy, 39(6), 699–709.
DeLone,W. H., &McLean, E. R. (1992). Information systems success: The quest for the dependent
variable. Information Systems Research, 3(1), 60–95.

Dodd, L. (2011). Study reveals huge ROI when using yammer. Strategic Communication Manage-
ment, 15(6), 7.

Ellison, N. B., Gibbs, J. L., & Weber, M. S. (2015). The use of enterprise social network sites for
knowledge sharing in distributed organizations: The role of organizational affordances. American
Behavioral Scientist, 59(1), 103–123.

Fulk, J., & Yuan, Y. C. (2013). Location, motivation, and social capitalization via enterprise social
networking. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 19(1), 20–37.

Gardner, W. L., & Martinko, M. J. (1988). Impression management in organizations. Journal of
Management, 14(2), 321–338.

Goffman, E. (1959). The presentation of self in everyday life. New York: Anchor Books for Dou-
bleday.

Hafermalz, E., & Riemer, K. (2016). The work of belonging through technology in remote work: A
case study in tele-nursing. In 24th EuropeanConference on Information Systems (ECIS), Istanbul,
Turkey.

Hafermalz, E., Riemer, K., & Boell, S. K. (2016). Enactment or performance? A sociomaterial
reading of Goffman. In L. Introna, D. Kavanagh, S. Kelly, W. Orlikowski, & S. Scott (Eds.),
Beyond interpretivism? New encounters with technology and organisation. Springer.

Howlett, J. (2009). Enterprise 2.0: what a crock. ZD Net: http://blogs.zdnet.com/Howlett/?p=1228.
Hughes, E. C. (1945). Dilemmas and contradictions of status.American Journal of Sociology, 50(5),
353–359.

Klein, S. (1996). InterorganisationssystemeundUnternehmensnetzwerke:Wechselwirkungen zwis-
chen organisatorischer und informationstechnischer Entwicklung. Wiesbaden: Springer Verlag.

Leonardi, P. M., Huysman, M., & Steinfield, C. (2013). Enterprise social media: Definition, history,
and prospects for the study of social technologies in organizations. Journal of Computer-Mediated
Communication, 19(1), 1–19.

Levy, M. (2009). WEB 2.0 implications on knowledge management. Journal of Knowledge Man-
agement, 13(1), 120–134.

McAfee, A. (2009). Enterprise 2.0: New collaborative tools for your organization’s toughest chal-
lenges. Boston: McGraw-Hill Professional.

http://blogs.zdnet.com/Howlett/?p=1228


88 K. Riemer and E. Hafermalz

McKinsey. (2012). The social economy: Unlocking value and productivity through social technolo-
gies. Retrieved 12, February 2014, from http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/high_tech_telecom
s_internet/the_social_economy.

Naaman,M., Boase, J., & Lai, C.-H. (2010). Is it really about me?:Message content in social aware-
ness streams. In Proceedings of the 2010 ACM Conference on Computer Supported Cooperative
Work.

Orlikowski, W. J. (1996). Improvising organizational transformation over time: A situated change
perspective. Information Systems Research, 7(1), 63–92.

Orlikowski, W. J. (2000). Using technology and constituting structures: A practice lens for studying
technology in organizations. Organization Science, 11(4), 404–428.

Pinch, T., & Swedberg, R. (2008). Living in a material world. In Economic sociology meets science
and technology studies. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Razmerita, L., Kirchner, K., & Nabeth, T. (2014). Social media in organizations: Leveraging per-
sonal and collective knowledge processes. Journal of Organizational Computing and Electronic
Commerce, 24(1), 74–93.

Richter, A., & Riemer, K. (2013). Malleable end-user software. Business & Information Systems
Engineering, 5(3), 195–197.

Riemer, K., & Johnston, J. B. (2014). Rethinking the place of the artefact in IS using Heidegger’s
analysis of equipment. European Journal of Information Systems, 23(3), 273–288.

Riemer, K., & Johnston, J. B. (2012). Place-making: A phenomenological theory of technology
appropriation. In International Conference on Information Systems, Orlando, United States.

Riemer, K., Finke, J., &Hovorka, D. (2015). Bridging or bonding: Do individuals gain social capital
from participation in enterprise social networks? In International Conference on Information
Systems, Fort Worth, United States.

Riemer, K., Richter, A., &Böhringer,M. (2010). Enterprisemicroblogging.Business& Information
Systems Engineering, 2(6), 391–394.

Riemer, K., Steinfield, C., & Vogel, D. (2009). eCollaboration: On the nature and emergence of
communication and collaboration technologies. Electronic Markets, 19(4), 181–188.

Roethlisberger, F. J. (1945). The foreman: Master and victim of double talk. Harvard Business
Review, 23(3), 283–298.

Schlagwein, D., & Bjorn-Andersen, N. (2014). Organizational learning with crowdsourcing: The
revelatory case of LEGO. Journal of the Association for Information Systems, 15(11).

Schneckenberg, D. (2009). Web 2.0 and the empowerment of the knowledge worker. Journal of
Knowledge Management, 13(6), 509–520.

Tavakoli, A., Schlagwein, D., & Schoder, D. (2015). Open strategy: Consolidated definition and
processual conceptualization. In International Conference on Information Systems (ICIS), Fort
Worth, USA.

Timmermans, S., & Tavory, I. (2012). Theory construction in qualitative research: From grounded
theory to abductive analysis. Sociological Theory, 30(3), 167–186.

vonKrogh,G. (2012).Howdoes social software change knowledgemanagement?Toward a strategic
research agenda. Journal of Strategy Information Systems, 21, 154–164.

Weick, K. E. (2012). Organized sensemaking: A commentary on processes of interpretive work.
Human Relations, 65(1), 141–153.

Wiesenfeld, B. M., Raghuram, S., & Garud, R. (2001). Organizational identification among virtual
workers: The role of need for affiliation and perceived work-based social support. Journal of
Management, 27(2), 213–229.

http://www.mckinsey.com/insights/high_tech_telecoms_internet/the_social_economy


Chapter 5
Social Motivation Consequences
of Activity Awareness Practices in Virtual
Teams: A Case Study and Experimental
Confirmation

Russell Haines, Nadine Vehring and Malte Kramer

Introduction

Thanks to advanced information and communication technology (ICT), groups of
geographically and/or temporally disbursed individuals can be brought together vir-
tually toworkon collaborative tasks. Such teams comewith the promise thatmembers
with the best talent available can be brought in and taken away as needed, without
incurring the expense and trouble of relocating members. However, the reality of vir-
tual teams often does not meet this promise of seamless collaboration—virtual team
members are frequently observed to be distrustful and unmotivated (e.g., Jarvenpaa
&Leidner, 1999; Sarker&Sahay, 2003;Watson-Manheim&Bélanger, 2007; Piccoli
& Ives, 2003). These social motivation losses (e.g., social loafing) in virtual teams
can have dramatic effects, such as the incident when two U.S. Army black hawk
helicopters were misidentified as enemy helicopters and destroyed (Snook, 2000,
p. 135).

Social psychology research suggests that if one’s effort can be identified and
evaluated, motivation losses are reduced (Parks & Sanna, 1999, p. 86). When one
is face-to-face with others, the notion of “mere presence” carries with it the conno-
tation that others can observe and evaluate one’s activities, which thereby increases
motivation and performance (Zajonc 1965). However, awareness of the activities of
others is not as easily achieved in virtual teams. When the members of a virtual team
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are geographically dispersed„ the lack of physical presence denies them access to
important identification and comparison information (Greenberg, Ashton-James, &
Ashkanasy, 2007), which increases the likelihood of motivation losses. Indeed, one
might think of a virtual team setting where members use mediated communication
(e.g., email, instant messaging) as similar to a face-to-face setting in which another
is observable bodily, but whose back is turned such that his/her activities cannot be
directly observed. In such a setting, one might observe the presence of the other and
the outcomes of the other’s work but not the extent to which the other is making
an effort. This notion is prominent in virtual teams research, which suggests that
dispersal affects the development of trust to the extent that many teams are unable to
effectively perform their assigned task (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999; Sarker & Sahay,
2003).

An inability to compare oneself with others via computer mediated communi-
cation (CMC) is thought to lead virtual team members to choose “less than ideal”
sources of social comparison information, causing problems when perceiving fair-
ness and experiencing negative affect about other team members (Greenberg et al.,
2007). Based on the preceding, it is no surprise that socialmotivation losses have been
shown to occur in a wide variety of experimental CMC studies, including electronic
brainstorming (Shepherd, Briggs, Reinig, Yen, & Nunamaker, 1996, Pinsonneault,
Barki,Gallupe,&Hoppen, 1999) and group decisionmaking (Chidambaram&Tung,
2005).

Thepurpose of this paper is to examinehowawareness of the activities of others via
CMC affects the motivation of geographically distributed virtual team members. We
present a case study of a financial services firm in which members of geographically
dispersed teams developed and refined practices for maintaining awareness of the
availability of other team members. These practices in turn affected their attitudes
toward their team and their work. Using the results of the case study, we developed
hypotheses about the effect of activity awareness on social motivation. These were
tested a laboratory experiment, the results of which are presented in the second part
of this paper. The paper begins with a theoretical foundation, which discusses the
role of awareness practices in coordinating behavior in teams and includes a brief
review of the theories and empirical CMC studies of social motivation losses. We
conclude the paper with a general discussion of the results of both studies, along
with implications for researchers and software designers.

Theoretical Foundation

When individuals are assigned to a team and given a task that must be accomplished
by their collective efforts, the total amount of effort exerted is often less than what the
individual members would be capable of if they were working alone. The difference
between a team’s performance and the sum of their individual capabilities is called
process losses (Steiner, 1972). Process losses can further be divided into coordination
losses, which are the result of team members’ efforts not being used fully or not
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contributed at the best time, and motivation losses, which are the result of individual
team members not exerting their full effort on behalf of the team.

Coordination Losses

Team coordination can be defined as “managing dependencies between activities”
(Malone & Crowston, 1994, p. 90)—a team might have a shared resource and have
to schedule its use, or there might be a task-subtask relationship in which certain
subtasks have to be performed before others. Coordination encompasses the man-
agement of task/subtask dependencies in a team contextwhere various teammembers
need to perform different activities in order to achieve an overall team task or goal.
For a given subtask, a team and its members need to know: what to do, who should
do it, and when it should be done. If a team and its members do not understand how
their work will be coordinated, it results in tasks not being completed, duplicated
efforts, and/or team members interfering with each other.

Awareness

In order to coordinate his/her efforts with others, a team member needs to obtain
information about the other members of the team, what they are working on, and
how those activities will be coordinated (Gross, Stary, & Totter, 2005). This “under-
standing of the activities of others, which provides a context for your own activity”
(Dourish & Bellotti, 1992, p. 107) has been broadly termed awareness. Maintain-
ing awareness has been identified as a critical factor in ensuring that team members
are able to coordinate their efforts in a variety of face-to-face contexts, including
air traffic control (Harper, Hughes, & Shapiro, 1989) and subway control rooms
(Heath & Luff, 1992). Awareness here is somewhat broader than “situational aware-
ness,” which is typically limited to task-oriented information that helps to coordinate
activities in the present. We choose a more broad conception of awareness because
information about others’ past activities and background is used to infer the reasons
behind their present behavior (Cooper & Haines, 2008) and therefore affects social
motivation.

In face-to-face settings, awareness is maintained by observing others directly,
meaning that one can gather awareness information without it being explicitly com-
municated by others. For example, when working on an assembly line, one may
be able to directly observe that the person from whom one receives raw materials
is engaged in a heated conversation with a supervisor. Thus, one is aware that the
arrival of raw materials will be delayed at least until the conversation is finished.
Awareness information places one’s own activities in the context of other activities
(e.g., you will not be able to begin your assembly work until after the conversation
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is over), and also provides context about the others with whom one works (e.g., the
other is being disciplined for being late to work for the last five days).

When interacting viaCMC, awareness informationmust either be provided explic-
itly byother teammembers or communicated by themediating technology.Extending
our example, if one is not able to directly observe the person fromwhom one receives
rawmaterials, one can only speculate about the reasons why rawmaterials have been
delayed (cf., Cooper & Haines, 2008). One will not be able to form a realistic expec-
tation about when rawmaterials will arrive, nor will one have an explanation for why
the other is unable to complete his/her work in a timely manner unless and until the
other communicates what is happening or has happened.

Mitigation of Coordination Losses via CMC

To deal with this lack of easily obtainable awareness information, members of dis-
tributed virtual teams can employ awareness practices using communication technol-
ogy. For example, features of an instant messaging (IM) application can be employed
to create and maintain awareness of team members’ presence or activities (Riemer,
Klein, & Frößler, 2007). Based on this information, a distributed team may be able
to better coordinate their individual activities in order to ensure the achievement of
an overall team goal (Gutwin & Greenberg, 2002, Gross et al., 2005). For example,
providing activity awareness information via CMC has been shown to help reduce
the harm caused by interruptions by enabling team members to more carefully time
when they interrupt another team member (Dabbish & Kraut, 2008).

Motivation Losses

In contrast with coordination losses, which occur when one is not surewhen to apply
one’s efforts on behalf of the team, motivation losses occur when one questions
whether to apply one’s best efforts. For example, members of a tug-of-war team win
based on the efforts of the entire team, but a given member might not necessarily
pull as hard as he/she could. The primary individual drivers of motivation losses
are dispensability and low involvement (Parks & Sanna, 1999). A perception of
dispensability occurs when a teammember feels that his/her efforts are not necessary
for achieving the team’s goal, such as a tug-of-war team member that feels that there
are enough strong members to defeat the other team. Low involvement is evidenced
when a team member contributes little to the team’s effort because he/she has little
interest in accomplishing the task and/or does not feel motivated to achieve the team
reward, such as a tug-of-war team member who does not care whether their team
wins the contest or not. When either of these occurs, a team member may not exert
their full effort.
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In a team context, motivation losses typically only occur when team members
feel their individual efforts cannot be observed and evaluated separately from the
effort of the team as a whole. Thus, the principal way to reduce motivation losses is
to make individual efforts more visible. For example, if the members of a tug-of-war
team can see how hard an individual member is pulling, the other members of the
team would know and could sanction when one was shirking, and one could also see
when the team would benefit from a little more effort (Kerr & Hertel, 2011). The
implications of awareness information on motivation have received relatively little
attention in the information systems literature (e.g., Shepherd et al., 1996).

Motivation Losses via CMC

In geographically distributed contexts where team members interact via computer-
mediated communication (CMC), the influence of others is believed to be reduced
because of the lack of physical presence of others (Greenberg et al., 2007; Short,
Williams, & Christie, 1976), and reduced even more when team members commu-
nicate anonymously (McLeod, Baron, Marti, & Yoon, 1997; Haines, Hough, Cao,
& Haines, 2014). Furthermore, motivation losses have been shown to occur during
CMC brainstorming sessions (Shepherd et al., 1996; Kahai, Sosik, & Avolio, 2003),
and have been observed in distributed teams when team members must post status
reports (Watson-Manheim & Bélanger, 2007; Piccoli & Ives, 2003).

This suggests a rather bleak view of distributed work—researchers should expect
to see situations where the members of a large proportion of distributed teams are
reluctant to put forth their best effort toward their team’s goal, are likely to focus
on the failings of other team members and not to trust each other, and ultimately be
ineffective at accomplishing their assigned task (e.g., Jarvenpaa, Knoll, & Leidner,
1998; Sarker & Sahay, 2003; Piccoli & Ives, 2003). One study goes as far as to
suggest that mandatory reporting of activities via weekly status reports, rather than
motivating members to work harder, actually reduces social motivation in distributed
teams because it only serves to make the failings of team members evident (Piccoli
& Ives, 2003). However, in spite of these results, the same researchers also note that
virtual teams have become an integral part of real world organizations.

Thus, the question of whether and how communicating via CMC affects social
motivation in distributed teams remains unanswered. Our case study, which is pre-
sented next, revealed that adopting and appropriating a communication system could
have positive motivational effects on members of geographically distributed virtual
teams. Our case study results suggest a more nuanced model of how using CMC
affects motivation in teams, which was tested in a laboratory experiment. Following
our analysis of the experimental results, we present overall conclusions and impli-
cations for researchers and practitioners.
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Fig. 5.1 Overview of data collection

Case Study

The case study involved the members of back office teams in a medium-sized finan-
cial services company in Germany, which hereafter is identified by the pseudonym
MUFIN. We conducted interviews at different organizational levels of the company
(e.g., managers and employees) during the period immediately surrounding the roll
out of Lotus Sametime (see Fig. 5.1). Our goal for the case study was to investi-
gate the adoption and development of usage practices for Sametime at the individual
and team level. The interview topics centered how Sametime was used at MUFIN,
and whether Sametime changed the ways that employees routinely communicated,
coordinated, and collaborated.

Data Collection and Analysis

One month before the Sametime rollout, we conducted interviews with managers of
the IT department to get a good overview of the company and team background as
well as the existing set of available communication technology. Several months after
the rollout of Sametime, we conducted semi-structured interviews with 13 members
belonging to ten different teams in the finance division. The demographics of the
participants are summarized in Table 5.1. We tape-recorded the interviews with the
team members and the head of department and transcribed them.

A grounded theory approach was used, meaning that the interviewers did not
formulate hypotheses in advance to guide their questioning. Instead, a preliminary
analysis of the earlier interviews focused the questions in the later interviews. The
overall objective of understanding the adoption and development of CMC usage
practices was the central phenomenon of interest in the interviews. Our finding that
these practices had an impact on motivation in the teams was revealed in a post hoc
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Table 5.1 Demographics of
study respondents

Total in operating department 182

Total selected for interviews 13

Gender Females 6

Males 7

Job type Team leader 1

Deputy team leader 4

Case worker 8

Sametime user type User 12

Non-user 1

analysis of the case study data, but was consistently noted by the study participants.
Because the potential for communication practices to improve motivation has not
been observed in the distributed teams literature, we thought it deserved a separate
examination and experimental testing.

One key question of the interviews was: Why and how are different technologies
used to create awareness of other team members’ presence and availability? The
interviews were transcribed and first analyzed by looking for points in time where
the interviewees described changes in team awareness practices. Next, we identified
the factors that led to the changes in the practices. Finally, we re-read the interviews
to identify outcomes of the new practices. The outcomes of the practices are the
focus of the analysis. In the text below, the quotes presented are highlights from the
interviews and are translated from the original German.

Case Setting

The headquarters of MUFIN houses the IT department and several operating depart-
ments. Theoperatingdepartments are subdivided into several divisions, eachofwhich
consists of approximately 15 teams with about 8–12 team members. These teams
provide day-to-day support for the decentralized sales organization, whose members
are spread over the entire country. Besides processing standard files for the sales
agents, the daily work of the employees in these teams also involves communicating
with sales agents, customers and colleagues inside or outside their teams. Normally,
a single team member is responsible for processing his/her own set of standard files
in a timely fashion, meaning efforts within a team only need to be coordinated to the
extent that someone must be present when a sales agent or customer calls.

The physical structure of the workplace for the teams consisted of small offices,
each with two work stations, which meant that team members were not physically
co-present, even when all members were working in the headquarters building. Fur-
thermore, most of the investigated teams included teammembers that practiced alter-
nating telework, meaning that team members alternated between one workday at



96 R. Haines et al.

home (home office) and a workday in the headquarters office. Two team members
with complementary rhythms normally shared a desk and thus only met face-to-face
at team meetings.

Over the time period covered by the case study, employees could draw on a variety
of communication technology: telephone, email, and instant messaging (IM). Tele-
phonewas the dominant communicationmedium for teammembers, especiallywhen
communicating with people outside their team. Every teammember had his/her own
telephone number that could be used at the headquarters office or forwarded to their
home office. In addition, every team had a team telephone number. If someone called
the team number, the call rang the phone of all team members who had connected
to the team number at that moment. Team members normally had to answer both
types of calls—their own phone number and any team calls. Furthermore, if a team
member would not be able to answer his/her own telephone (e.g. they were going to
be in a meeting), he/she could forward their telephone number to the team number.

Basis for Awareness Practices: Team Goal

Because the employees in the headquarters function as the back office for the sales
organization, it is important that incoming calls from the sales organization are
answered immediately to ensure prompt, personal service. All interviewees stated
that it was important to know the availability of their colleagues in order to provide
the right information when a sales agent called. As the manager of the IT department
put it:

Sales agents often are at the customer’s house and can’t strike the deal, because they don’t
know a particular legal detail or contract feature. If they leave the customer and need to make
a new appointment … deals are lost because of that.

Thus, being informed about the absence of other colleagues was essential when
deciding whether one could leave the office, as it was crucial that there always be at
least one team member to answer the telephone. In the late nineties, MUFIN’s man-
agement decided to improve telephone response rates at the team level by including
it as one of the performance measures in the calculation of the annual team bonus.
The head of the department explains:

In the late 1990s we did some intensive optimizing of the telephone response rate. It is like a
kind of registration authority. When you leave, when you arrive, when you shift your phone,
all these things had been a little loose. We had always monitored these things, but in 1999
we added them to the variable salary. […] We monitored it for every team, the telephone
response rate, and then we compared all teams.

At this point, achieving a 100% telephone response rate became one of the teams’
top goals to assure the highest bonus. Now, teams had to coordinate telephone avail-
ability. In order to do this, teammembers depended on receiving awareness informa-
tion about the comings and goings of their other colleagues to decide on their own
availability.



5 Social Motivation Consequences of Activity Awareness Practices … 97

Awareness Practices Using Instant Messaging

Coordinating 100% availability at the team level was difficult during the time period
immediately following the new requirement, as the head of the department remem-
bered:

… they really obsessed about this and started to scream at each other: ‘Why haven’t you
shifted your telephone? Man! You have to shift it to the team number when you leave your
office.

At this point, it became obvious to the team members that the physically distributed
nature of their workplace made it difficult for them to be aware of their colleagues’
presence or absence from their workstation. Because being aware of others was
essential when deciding on one’s own presence or absence, teams started to use
their instant messaging system to inform each other about an absence by sending a
message to all group members. The head of the department continued:

This is why there is an incredible huge sensitization about telephone: ‘I will be gone for a few
minutes or I won’t be available’. And we don’t have open-plan offices. Thus people might
have said: ‘I don’t know about the others. It seems that I am the last one doing business
and answering the telephone.’ … and to avoid this: ‘Before others might think that I am
intentionally not answering the phone, I prefer to give notice of my departure’. This is why
this practice evolved.

With instant messaging, employees sent short messages to individuals by addressing
the ID number of this person. This ID number contained the number of the person’s
team (e.g. 45), meaning it was possible to send a message to an entire team by
addressing it to the team ID followed by a wildcard (e.g. 45*). Thus, team members
developed a practice of using instant messaging to send messages to their team
whenever they needed to leave their workplace, informing their teammembers about
their absence and its duration. MUFIN later implemented email, which was used in a
similar way to maintain awareness, with the disadvantage that emails did not always
arrive at a person’s in box instantly, sometimes taking as long as 2 h.

Awareness Practices Based on Sametime

Although the employees had been familiar with practices for communicating aware-
ness information via instant messaging that could simply evolve to fit the Sametime
chat feature, Sametime’s presence feature was new to them and led to the creation
of new practices.

Awareness Practices usingChat Feature: As the employees had perceived some
downsides of using email for signaling their comings and goings, most of them
welcomed Sametime as an alternative that was similar to instant messaging. Thus,
there were some teams where members simply changed from using email to using
Sametime for signaling availability via text messages.

Awareness Practices using Presence Feature: Sametime’s presence feature,
although ostensibly quite simple, enabled new methods of signaling. Prior to the
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introduction of Sametime, availability could only be signaled by composing and
sending an instant message. Afterward, it became possible to signal availability
using the presence feature: for example, by actively changing one’s presence status
from “available” to “away” or “in a meeting” when one left the workplace. Further-
more, members of some teams added additional text to their status information. One
employee reported:

Right now, the additional label for my status information says: ‘I am available @MUFIN.’ I
was the one that wrote this … and if I was working from home, it would say: ‘I am available
@home’.

Besides the active forms of signaling (changing the status and/or entering an addi-
tional text label), automatic forms of signaling were also reported, like when the
computer was inactive for a certain time or when someone has logged off by pulling
out his/her identification card from his/her computer. One employee explained, “[…]
when I pull out my card, the status automatically changes to ‘not available’ and that’s
it.”

Monitoring changed themost dramatically as a result of Sametime’s presence fea-
ture. Prior to the introduction of Sametime, awareness about someone’s availability
had always depended on the active signaling of that person via text messages. After
the introduction of the presence information feature of Sametime, employees could
monitor the availability of their colleagues at any time under the assumption that they
were available to answer the phone when their status showed available on Sametime,
whether they were at home or in the office. The presence feature was perceived by
some employees as a possible instrument for surveillance:

I don’t like the idea of big brother watching me. I don’t know. I mean if they can see when
I am online, it makes you wonder what else they can see.

However, many of the interviewees emphasized the advantages of using Sametime
to better create an awareness of other’s availability. This allowed them to better
coordinate team availability and to manage their telephone response rate. Some of
them stated:

I always have a look at my buddy list to see who is online when I arrive in the morning.
Starting at 8 a.m., we have to answer the telephone. If I arrive at 8.15 a.m. and no one is
online, I know that I am the only one and that I have to connect to our team number.

We use the presence information of our team members to coordinate availability. It is not
okay to leave the work place for lunch or a cigarette break if half of the team is already
absent.

Motivational Effects of SametimePractices: Because the Sametime status changed
automatically when a team member’s identification card was inserted or removed, it
began to be viewed as a proxy for availability. However, beyond simply coordinating
availability, this feature affected the teams in ways that led to a new level of visibility
and connectedness. As one employee put it:

You always notice. When I have pulled my card out of my computer, people rarely call. In
other words, if it says “I am not available” or “I am in a meeting” … no one calls. When I



5 Social Motivation Consequences of Activity Awareness Practices … 99

put in my card and people can see that I am suddenly there, my telephone suddenly rings
and then ‘I have seen that you have just logged into Sametime’ …

The ability to monitor comings and goings via the presence feature also motivated
members to make themselves more available. One employee reported:

…I don’t know, after 5 p.m. when it is normal that one called it a day and then someone
sees…‘Hey! You are still working. That’s why I have thought that I could call you to clarify
some things’. Thus, one knows who is there and one can get through to someone quickly …

… it is really interesting in the evening at about half past 5, who is still there. I think I have
never seen all 27 people - belonging to my buddy list - being online at the same time. Right
now, 18 out of 27 are online and at about half past five it will be about four, then three, then
two. One day I just said; ‘Today, I work till such time as I am the last one being online.’ I
really did this and then… I found it really funny and I really managed it.

The employees increasingly assumed that just being connected and available on the
Sametime system indicated that the other team members were working. The team
members reported that this assumption was made because teammembers were under
individual pressure to process case files over the course of the day, and assumed that
others were under similar pressure.

Case Study Discussion

Drawing a line through the changes in practices occurring from the time before the
first messaging system was adopted to the current state shows how team awareness
practices evolved as teammembers adapted to altering circumstances, additions to the
available technology, or changes in team structure. Initially, teammembers developed
a practice for communicating their availability so that their teams could deal with
management’s monitoring of the team telephone response rate and the inclusion
of the response rate into the calculation of the annual bonus. Before this time, no
practices were in place because coordination was not explicitly considered. With
the change in the incentive structure, employees experienced the need to coordinate
their availabilities and, by extension, their activities. Thus, they started to use the
instant messaging system for sending short chat messages to their team members in
a “push”-oriented fashion to inform them about their availability. Sametime initially
enabled teammembers to reproduce their practice of using instant messages to signal
their teammembers. Over time, however, the presence features in Sametime enabled
them for the first time to monitor the presence status of other team members using a
“pull”-orientation.

Coordination Gains

The driving force behind these changes was a desire to reach 100% availability. The
earliest driver of change was the implementation of the team bonus for telephone
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availability, which gave the team members a financial reason to be coordinated. To
a great extent, the later changes in communication practices were made in order to
maintain or improve their efficiency at maintaining 100% availability. For example,
less effort had to be exerted using Sametime than instant messages because team
members could rely on others knowing they were away after simply removing their
badge from the card reader.

Motivation Gains

At the time that management first incorporated the teams’ availability into the calcu-
lation of their annual bonus, the team members realized that their distributed context
meant that they needed to coordinate availability using mediated communication
practices. In the beginning there were no awareness practices about availability; how-
ever, there was a demand to answer the team line, so some team members became
rather upset with how other team members behaved about being available. With
virtually no visibility about whether other team members’ had switched their own
numbers to the team line, members indicated they had the feeling of being the only
one answering the team line, and reported that some team members had been yelling
at each other. At this point, the lack of awareness information was demotivating for
the teams.

Motivation gains came with the introduction of practices that enabled more visi-
bility into the comings and goings of teammembers, first with instant messaging and
ultimately with the presence feature of Sametime. This contrasts with prior research,
in whichmembers of distributed teamswere observed tomanipulate awareness infor-
mation to the extent that it had demotivating effects (Watson-Manheim & Bélanger,
2007; Piccoli & Ives, 2003). The practices at MUFIN led to reported decreases in
frustration within the teams, and the synchronous nature of the Sametime presence
feature seems to have had the added effect of increasing feelings of what we term
connectedness, and thereby the biggest positive impact on motivation within the
teams.

Case Study Limitations

There are limitations to the case study that present opportunities for future research.
The bulk of the interviews were conducted after the Sametime roll out, meaning that
new practices had been developed and evaluated by the participants. In addition, we
relied primarily on interview data, which might be affected by recall bias. Finally,
team members in MUFIN had the motivation to maintain awareness about the avail-
ability of others because availability formed the team goal. However, in a context
where the team goal was the completion of a collaborative document or project,
availability awareness practices might be considered an unwelcome distraction and
not fit with the task. We emphasize that this could be as much or more a task-practice
fit than task-technology fit because team members might be able to choose whether
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or not to be prompted by such messages and/or use that information for purposes
not intended by the designers of the technology. For example, being aware of the
comings and goings of other team members might be viewed as a proxy for how
much effort was being made and increase social motivation—members of a soft-
ware development team might view the checking in and checking out of code from
a repository as a means for gauging the effort of other team members and adjust
their social motivation accordingly. Thus, we recommend further research into how
awareness practices affect motivation in other contexts.

Case Study Conclusions

The emerging practices for coordinating availability could be described as merely an
evolution in team communication practices. However, these changes influenced the
performance of the teams, the efficiency of the teams’ coordination, the motivations
of the team members, the team members’ attitude toward their team, and their rela-
tionship with each other. For example, using Sametime, team members only send
instant messages when urgent, there is a “pull” observation of colleagues’ status,
and the presence status has been enriched with taken for granted information about
availability and activity that gives team members a sense of how much effort that
others are exerting (cf., Carroll, Rosson, Convertino, & Ganoe, 2006). Instead of
feeling solely responsible for their team’s success and phone availability, teammem-
bers felt more connected as they could now see at a glance who was online and able
to cover the phone. Based on the positive experience of being connected to a team
and not alone, a motivational side effect emerged: employees made themselves more
available and started to work more.

As noted earlier, social motivation losses seem to be the rule for virtual teams
(Watson-Manheim & Bélanger, 2007), so finding that awareness practices increased
social motivation at MUFIN was an unexpected result. Social motivation gains are
ignored in the predominant workspace awareness frameworks (Teruel, 2014; Gutwin
&Greenberg, 2002; Gross, 2013; Gross et al., 2005), beyond saying that “it might not
only enhance themutual understanding of groupmembers, but also direct individuals
or the group to follow certain goals or procedures” (Gross et al., 2005, p. 341). The
prior studies that found only social motivation losses in CMC contexts also offer
nothing to explain why users would alter their IM screen names (Smale&Greenberg,
2005) or maintain a long term Skype connection (Riemer et al., 2007). The results of
the case study therefore mark an important first step toward examining the potential
for awareness practices to lead to social motivation gains in distributed contexts.
We suggest that motivational factors should be considered when studying the use of
mediated communication for awareness creation.

We further suggest that there are certain organizational contexts where social
motivation losses are reduced by increasing activity awareness. The organizational
context of our case study seems to differ from contexts where losses were observed in
the following key ways: (1) team members had clearly defined roles and objectives,
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(2) team members understood how their portion of the team task would lead to
team level rewards, (3) all team members were skilled at performing their portion of
the team task, and (4) teams were allowed to create their own communication and
coordination practices. In such a context, we suggest that individuals gauge the extent
towhich the efforts of teammembers are comparable based on the amount and kind of
effort they observe them tomake instead of on other factors like physical appearance.
Members of distributed virtual teams interacting via CMCwould therefore be able to
experience social motivation gains when using a technology tool that simply shows if
someone is online or not. Our experimental study, presented next, simulates such an
organizational context and tests whether social motivation gains occur when activity
awareness technology and practices are employed.By examining this experimentally,
we hope to provide additional evidence and insights into how social motivation gains
can be encouraged by managers of distributed teams and designers of awareness
technology.

Experimental Study

The notion that activity awareness practices can lead to social motivation gains has
intuitive appeal. However, we have already noted prior research that observed nega-
tive effects of activity awareness practices on social motivation (Watson-Manheim&
Bélanger, 2007; Piccoli & Ives, 2003). In order to confirm that our observed increase
in motivation was not idiosyncratic to a particular set of individuals at MUFIN using
only Sametime, we developed and conducted an experimental study. In the experi-
mental study, we examined the extent to which a user interface element that presents
activities of other teammembers increased feelings that one is aware of the activities
of others, how this in turn affects feelings of being connected to one’s team, and the
extent to which this in turn increases team performance. In the following subsections,
we discuss how specific findings of the case study informed hypotheses that were
then tested via the experiment.

Awareness Technology as a Facilitator of Awareness Practices

When working in a co-located (face-to-face) environment, where open offices or
cubicles make spaces relatively open and accessible, one may be able to directly
experience co-workers’ presence and observe their activities. In a distributed work
context like the case study, one may be unable to observe one’s colleagues in their
physical work environment and only indirectly be able to observe colleagues’ pres-
ence and activities. Thus, information about the activities of others must be obtained
by other means than direct observation.

In the case study, virtual team members compensated for others being unable to
directly observe themby providing awareness information byCMCchannels, such as
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status indicators or messages via IM, or through other, more general channels, such
as including information about one’s activities in an email. System designers can
add user interface elements that automatically show information about the activities
of others (Gutwin & Greenberg, 2002), which would make such practices easier to
implement (Haines & Riemer, 2011). However, we emphasize that user practices are
necessary in order for the technology’s intended purpose to be realized (Orlikowski
2000), meaning that a direct link between a technology and other group factors like
connectedness and performance is mediated by perceived awareness of the activities
of others. Thus, we suggest:

H1: A user interface element that automatically provides information about the activities of
other teammemberswill bemore likely to lead to practices that heighten perceived awareness
of the activities of others.

Awareness as a Facilitator of Feelings of Connectedness

In a face-to-face context, team members may take for granted that they can observe
the activities of others and be relatively unreflective about the importance of such
information in facilitating attachment. However, in a distributed work context, one
can only indirectly observe colleagues’ presence and activities, and when practices
that provide this information are not employed, the information may not be available
at all and decrease understanding of the behavior of others (Cooper &Haines, 2008).
Because of this, one is likely to feel less connected to one’s colleagues (Greenberg
et al., 2007).

Increasing the amount of information that is passed when interacting via mediated
communication can compensate for a lack of awareness, enabling one to experience
colleagues’ presence and activities virtually (Walther, 1992;Haines&Riemer, 2011).
Rationally knowing that one belongs to the same team, being aware of colleagues’
presence and activities, and knowing that others are working on the same or similar
tasks and potentially able to communicate all work together to reinforce a feeling of
being “in touch” or being connected with the team. Thus, we hypothesize:

H2: Higher perceived awareness of the activities of other team members will lead to higher
feelings of connectedness.

Connectedness as a Faclitator of Motivation

Simply being more aware of the activities of other team members should increase
one’s own effort because of increased social comparison. However, we noted earlier
a case where mandatory reporting of activities via weekly status reports, rather than
motivatingmembers to work harder, actually reduced social motivation in distributed
teams because it made the failings of other team members more evident (Piccoli &



104 R. Haines et al.

Fig. 5.2 Experimental study research model

Ives, 2003). In a case study of another organization with a lower trust environment
(Watson-Manheim & Bélanger, 2007), employees reported that that “using email
is not sufficient for relationship development,” and instead must be combined with
other, more personal media (p. 12), and reported instances of employees “copying
email to colleagues and management to show ‘how busy I am’” (p. 14).

In our case study, team members indicated that motivation increased when team
members received activity information from others, reporting increased feelings of
being connectedwith their team.Based on the case study results, we expect that social
motivation will be increased the more one feels connected to the other members of
one’s team via the mediating technology. This occurs because the virtual presence
of the others is heightened (Sarker & Sahay, 2003), meaning that the other team
members more strongly become referent others (Greenberg et al., 2007). Thus, we
hypothesize that simply having the additional information about the activities of
others is not enough—feelings of connectedness mediate the link between awareness
of the activities of others and increased social motivation:

H3: Higher feelings of connectedness are associated with higher team performance.

The research model for the experimental study is summarized in Fig. 5.2.

Experimental Design

Similar to our case study context, management research suggests that social motiva-
tion losses are the exception rather than the rule under certain organizational condi-
tions: (1) when teams have a specific goal rather than just “do your best,” (2) team
members are aware of the presence of other members (3) team members are free to
communicate, and (4) teammembers know each other andmight work together in the
future (Erez & Somech, 1996). Under such conditions, regularly monitoring others
inspires higher levels of performance from team members (i.e., “the Kohler Effect”
Kerr & Hertel, 2011). We emphasize that condition #2 emerges as a result of aware-
ness practices in a distributed environment, and awareness of others’ activities cannot
be taken for granted via CMC like it can in a face-to-face context. Our experimental
setting was therefore designed such that teams needed to develop activity awareness
practices and connectedness in order to experience social motivation gains.

In contrast with a context where motivation losses are expected in team mem-
bers, these organizational conditions imply the converse of the normal hypothesis
about why motivation losses occur. In many ad hoc experimental contexts, motiva-
tion losses are mitigated by enabling others to observe one’s individual effort (Parks,
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1999), meaning that individuals are expected to increase their efforts in the team sit-
uation because they worry about sanctions when their efforts are judged by others to
be too low (a.k.a., evaluation apprehension). In situations such as those, a researcher
should expect individuals to only perform to aminimum standard (i.e., social loafing).
In an environment where all four of the above conditions are present, our analysis
of the case study suggests an alternative explanation for a reduction in motivation
losses: individuals increase their efforts because they see how much others are con-
tributing; in essence, they evaluate their own efforts in comparison with the work
of others when judging how much to contribute (cf., Erez & Somech, 1996). In a
context where team members can trust each other, or at minimum wish to maintain
their reputations, awareness should lead to performances that are measured against
a maximum standard.

Participants in the experimental study were recruited from information systems
courses offered by the business school at a public U.S. university. All communication
within the teams took place via mediated communication.

Experimental Task

The experimental task simulated the process ofmaking amedical diagnosis. This con-
text proved to be meaningful to the participants, in contrast with contexts they might
feel were artificial (e.g., the prisoner’s dilemma), or that they did not understand
(e.g., processing cases for a financial services company). In health care contexts,
patient diagnosis and treatment is a process that involves communication among
many health care providers, including paramedics, triage nurses, general practition-
ers, surgeons, and specialists (Anantharaman & Han, 2001; Bal, Mastboom, Spiers,
& Rutten, 2007; Ng, Wang, & Ng, 2007). In general, the process of diagnosis and
treatment begins with a first responder, usually a triage nurse or a paramedic, who
collects and passes information to other, more specialized health care providers. The
more specialized health care providers use this information as a basis for their own
examinations and/or request that other health care providers do further examinations
(e.g., a laboratory test of fluids, a radiological exam).

The medical conditions and symptoms for this experiment were simplified so that
a team of college students could complete the medical diagnoses of a hypothetical
patient with the assistance of a job-specific expert system. Three different jobs were
filled by team members in this study: (1) nurse, (2) doctor, and (3) specialist. The
nurse completed his/her job by “interviewing” a patient and received a patient’s
primary symptom and vital signs as output. The doctor completed his/her job by
entering a patient’s primary symptom and vital signs as received from the nurse, then
“examining” the patient to receive more specific symptoms. The specialist entered
the patient’s primary symptom, vital signs, and specific symptoms, and received a
“final diagnosis” as output, which was the final step in the process. Each interview,
examination, or diagnosis appeared after a 15 s wait. This delay was chosen because
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Fig. 5.3 Email screen for non-treatment team

Fig. 5.4 Email screen for treatment team

it allowed teammembers a few seconds of idle time beyond the time that was required
to exchange messages with other team members in pilot studies.

During the diagnosing period, participants used an email system to communicate
that was integrated into the experimental application. The email screen was modeled
after recent web-based email systems. It displayed an inbox that listed all of the
messages that the participant had received during that period, the text of which
was displayed below the list when that row was clicked (Figs. 5.3 and 5.4). The
participants addressed messages using a drop down list that contained the names
of their team members. The expert system that was used to interview, examine, or
diagnose a patient was located below the status display on the left side of the screen.

The participants were rewarded at the conclusion of an experimental session based
on the number of patients that were correctly diagnosed by the teams in which they
worked. The participants whose teams diagnosed the most patients overall won a
nominal cash prize.

Experimental Procedures

The experiment was completed during normal classroom hours as a class exercise
illustrating online collaboration. First, the participants indicated their informed con-
sent and filled out a demographic questionnaire. Next, the computer totaled the num-
ber of participants in the session and randomly assigned the participants to a job.
When the class size was not an even multiple of three, the remaining participants
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were given the role of lab technician, meaning some teams had four members. The
specialist on four member teams had to enter the results of a lab test before a patient
diagnosis could be completed. The data for this study includes only teams that had
three members.

The participants were given verbal instructions about the different jobs on the
team, the task the teams needed to complete, and how to use the messaging system.
Finally, each participant read instructions specific to their particular job: how to use
the expert system, fromwhom they needed to receive information, and to whom they
needed to send information. After all of the participants had read these instructions
and any questions were answered, they were told that they would bemeeting in a chat
room for 5 min, and instructed to use the time to decide on a process for completing a
patient diagnosis. All of the participants in the session were then randomly assigned
to teams and met in the chat room. When the 5 min had elapsed, the participants
completed a post chat questionnaire and then began the diagnosing period.

During the diagnosing period, the team members communicated via email. Typ-
ically, information flowed from the nurse to the doctor, then from the doctor to the
specialist for final diagnosis. After 4 min, the diagnosing period ended, and the par-
ticipants completed another questionnaire, which included the items used in this
study.

Over the course of the session, each participant was part of three different teams.
After the end of the first diagnosing period and post-diagnosis questionnaire, the
participants were randomly assigned to a second team. The new teams returned to
the chat room to decide on their process for diagnosing patients, then diagnosed
patients again. After the second diagnosing period the participants completed the
questionnaire again and were assigned to a third team. During the second and third
chat periods, teams were given 3 min to chat because they were more familiar with
their jobs and the diagnosing process. The shorter time period did not seem to affect
the teams in any way, and a longer time period likely would have meant 2 min of
idle time and/or off topic chatting.

Throughout the exercise, chat and email messages were identified by first names,
which were entered by the participants at the time they indicated informed consent.
This enabled team members to potentially recognize people they had worked with
before. On the second and third teams, each participant performed the same job, but
potentially worked with new people. This meant that a person could be on a team that
was the same size but with one or more different teammembers, or be on a teamwith
a different number of members. In that way, the second and third rounds simulated
an environment where an individual is expert at their own task, but is working with
new members and/or with new steps in the process. The data used in this study were
collected after the participants worked with their third team.
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Experiment Study Variables

The email interfaces were identical with the exception of an on-screen indicator that
showed the activities of team members for teams with the experimental treatment
(Fig. 5.4). Members of control group teams did not see the indicator (Fig. 5.3),
making this a between-groups design. The status on this indicator automatically
changed each time a team member clicked on an item on their screen (e.g., clicked
the Interview Patient button, clicked on a message in their inbox, clicked on the New
Message button, etc.).

Unless otherwise noted, the scales used were developed specifically for this study.
The scales for each construct were reduced and/or modified from a larger set of items
based on data collected from two pilot test sessions. All of the items are seven point
Likert-type scales anchored Not At All—To A Great Extent. Activity awareness
is defined as one’s feeling that one knows when the other people on the team are
working. Five items were used to measure activity awareness, which are based on
the scale developed by George (1992):

(1) I could tell when the other people on this team were occupied with work.

(2) I knew when the other people on this team were busy.

(3) I knew whether or not I should wait before sending a request or information to another
person on this team.

(4) I was aware of when the other people on this team were doing something.

(5) I recognized when the other people on this team were working versus not working.

Connectedness is defined as one’s feeling that others in the team are virtually
present. Four items were used to measure connectedness:

(1) I felt like the messaging system connected me to the other people on this team.

(2) I felt like the people on this team were connected through the message system.

(3) The message system linked me with the other members of this team.

(4) It seemed like we were linked together as a team.

Performance is the number of patients correctly diagnosed by the team during the
third round. As noted earlier, participants were rewarded based on the total number
of patients that all of their teams diagnosed.

Experiment Results

The data used for this study comes from questionnaire responses gathered after
participants completed the experimental task with their third team. The data were
analyzed using Partial Least Squares (PLS Graph build 1130). Significance of paths
was determined using the bootstrap resampling technique (500 subsamples). The
tests shown use data at the group level (n�76), but we note here that the statistical
significance of the tests is the same using individual level data (n�228). Of the
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Table 5.2 Means (standard deviations) of study variables by treatment

n Activity awareness Connectedness Performance

No indicator 41 4.70 (1.29) 5.03 (1.17) 1.88 (1.63)

Indicator 35 5.21 (0.98) 5.31 (1.05) 1.69 (1.83)

Table 5.3 Composite reliability and correlations of latent variables (square root of AVE on diag-
onals)

Composite
reliability

Activity
awareness

Connectedness Performance

Activity
awareness

0.966 0.921

Connectedness 0.968 0.873 0.939

Performance N/A 0.391 0.482 N/A

participants that were included in the analysis, most were business majors. Just
over half were male (55%). The average age was 22 years old, and the average
participant was between his/her second and third year of college. The means and
standard deviations of the study variables by treatment are shown in Table 5.2. The
values shown are the average of the responses to the items that comprise each seven
point scale. Higher values represent a higher feeling of the underlying construct. For
example, a higher value for Activity Awareness indicates that participants felt like
they were more aware of the activities of others. Cell sizes for the treatments are not
equal because of the design of the overall study.

All of the scales exhibited adequate reliability, with composite scale reliabili-
ties equaling or exceeding 0.966. Convergent validity for the scales was supported
because the correlations of the latent variables were lower than the square root of the
average variance extracted for a given variable (shown inTable 5.3). The constructs of
activity awareness and connectedness are strongly linked in the participants’ minds,
as proposed by hypothesis 2. However, discriminant validity was supported because
individual scale items loaded higher on their own latent variable than their correlation
with other latent variables (shown in Table 5.4) (Chin 1998). Furthermore, a model
with a link from the user interface element to connectedness was not significant,
indicating that feelings of connectedness arise more from communication practices
than from user interface elements.

An alternative ordering of the research model with reversed causation of activity
awareness and connectedness in predicting performance was also not supported. The
correlation between activity awareness and performance is lower than the connected-
ness and performance (0.391 vs. 0.482). In addition, when performance is predicted
only by activity awareness, its path coefficient is lower thanwhen performance is pre-
dicted by connectedness (0.42 vs. 0.50), and the amount of variation in performance
explained is lower (r-squared 0.174 vs. 0.247).

The results show that members of teamswith the on-screen indicator had a signifi-
cantly higher level of perceived activity awareness (Hypothesis 1: b�0.215, t�2.10,
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Table 5.4 Loadings and
cross loadings of items on
latent variables

Activity awareness Connectedness

Act1 0.918 0.789

Act2 0.927 0.782

Act3 0.890 0.794

Act4 0.951 0.841

Act5 0.920 0.811

Conn1 0.799 0.944

Conn2 0.845 0.960

Conn3 0.794 0.927

Conn4 0.837 0.925

Fig. 5.5 PLS results

*p<.05, **p<.01

p�0.0359), confirming that the user interface element heightened activity awareness
for participants. In turn, higher levels of perceived activity awareness were associated
with a higher level of connectedness (Hypothesis 2: b�0.873, t�28.59, p<0.0001).
Finally, higher values of connectedness were associated with higher levels of group
performance (Hypothesis 3: b�0.498, t�6.8446, p<0.0001). Figure 5.4 graphically
summarizes the results (Fig. 5.5).

Experiment Discussion

The experimental results confirm our hypotheses: a user interface element that pro-
vides activity awareness information about other team members led to increased
feelings of awareness of the activities of others. This in turn led to higher feelings
of connectedness; and higher connectedness was associated with higher team per-
formance. This occurred in a team context where distributed members were expert
at their own task and were working with a new team of people that were similarly
experts. Thus, we suggest that the effects on coordination and motivation that were
reported in the case study were indeed caused by increased feelings of connectedness
that arose because of the practices developed to increase activity awareness.
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Experiment Limitations

The experimental task was relatively clearly defined and took place over a short
period of time. In more general organizational conditions, team tasks may be accom-
plished over the course of several hours or days and development of connectedness
might take several months. In addition, our user interface element was relatively
unsophisticated in its reporting of activities; however, the user interface element in
the case study showed that conveying something as simple as “I am connected to
the organization’s Sametime system” was enough to convince other team members
that one is working and thereby increase feelings of connectedness. Similar infor-
mation about the activities of employees have formed the basis for staffing decisions
(Carlson 2013).

General Discussion and Conclusions

As we noted in the Theoretical Foundation section, effective teams need information
about the activities of team members in order to reduce coordination losses. In the
case study, team members shared information about when they would be in meet-
ings, taking breaks, etc. and needed others to cover the team phone. In their context,
practices for communicating availability of team members had the additional effect
of increasing social motivation as evidenced by the declining levels of frustration
with other teammembers when awareness practices were introduced. With the intro-
duction of Sametime, team members developed additional awareness practices that
relied on automatic status changes resulting from removing the identification card
from one’s computer. Although these practices weren’t directly aimed at increasing
motivation, they had an impact on team performance because team members used
this information to gauge the extent to which they and others were working (cf.,
Carlson 2013). The experimental results confirmed a causal relationship between
activity awareness, connectedness, and performance.

Taken together, the results of the case study and experiment suggest that relatively
simple technologies can be used to develop practices for increasing awareness of the
presence and activities of others. Such practices might be developed with a goal of
improving the coordination of team availability and thus team effectiveness (i.e.,
reduction of coordination losses). However, such practices might additionally lead
to feelings of being connected to other members of the team in certain organizational
contexts. We further suggest that team members that are more aware of the activities
of others are better able to compare themselves with others. This can motivate them
to work harder and longer for their teams because they feel other team members
are doing the same (i.e., social motivation gains). The practical implications of these
results are summarized in Table 5.5, and explained in detail in the following sections.
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Table 5.5 Practical implications

Managerial implications Tool designer implications

1. A shared team goal is a
critical antecedent to creation
of awareness practices

A shared team goal motivates
the development of awareness
practices

A shared team goal motivates
incorporation of available
tools into awareness practices

2. Awareness practices that
emerged from team
interactions increased
connectedness

Management-dictated
awareness practices might not
increase connectedness and
lead to distrust

Sophisticated awareness
technology may not have
beneficial side effects

3. Awareness practices become
more sophisticated over time

As team members internalize
activity awareness practices,
point of comparison shifts
from others to self

Given sufficient time and
message exchanges,
simple-seeming awareness
tools may be enough

4. Awareness practices
leverage high trust
environment

In a high trust environment,
positive outcomes occur with
activity awareness practices.
In a low trust environment,
activity awareness practices
seem to make things worse

Context is important: users
combine technology signals
with taken-for-granted
awareness information to
determine meaning of signals

5. Awareness technology
signals should be focused on
the team

When users trust that their
signals are private to their
team, team-level social
motivation increases. When
signals are reported to and
used by management, system
gaming and demotivating
effects are likely to occur

If the array of signals is too
broad, it may overcome the
information processing
abilities of the users. Users
should be able to limit the
scope and narrow the
frequency and amount of
signals they receive

Managerial Implications

A shared/team goal is likely a critical antecedent to whether a team member will
wish to be aware of the activities of others. In the case study, practices for monitoring
availability did not emerge until after a goal was given. Once the goal was introduced,
team members showed frustration with the lack of availability information, which
motivated the development of awareness practices using the available technology.
Team members likewise had a shared goal in the experimental study. In this case,
the information shown in the on-screen indicator would not necessarily improve
coordination, but an effect of activity awareness on connectedness and performance
was shown.

We note that the practices for providing awareness of availability observed in the
case study emerged from team interactions. Management clearly had the option to
simply develop a system for ensuring that enough team members would be available
to answer the phone. For example, management could have developed a schedule
that ensured hour-by-hour coverage and dictated when each employee could take
breaks for lunch, etc. We speculate that a management-dictated system would not
have increased connectedness, and would not have had the motivating effects that the
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team developed availability awareness practices had. Thus, if management dictates
practices rather than simply goals, employees will simply follow the practice and
fewer beneficial side effects may occur.

A “between the lines” interpretation of the attitudes of the team members also
emerged in the case study: as time passed and awareness practices became more
sophisticated, team members seemed to use positive rather than negative language
about efforts. Moreover, the point of evaluation seemed to shift from judging the
efforts of others, to judging the efforts of oneself—descriptions of the later awareness
practices were accompanied by statements about feeling more motivated to work
harder, while the earlier practices were associated with statements about ensuring
that others were working hard enough. Thus, we suggest that activity awareness
might be necessary in order for social motivation gains to occur under organizational
conditions where team members are expert at their tasks and may be working with
their current team members again in the future (cf., Kerr & Hertel, 2011).

Finally, we note that, although our case involved members of ten different teams
within MUFIN, teams in other organizations with different cultures might react
differently. We noted earlier that Watson-Manheim & Bélanger (2007) suggested
in their case study that “using email is not sufficient for relationship development,”
and instead must be combined with other, more personal media (p. 12), and reported
instances of employees “copying email to colleagues and management to show ‘how
busy I am’” (p. 14) in a relatively low trust environment.We contrast thiswith our user
above that eagerly worked after the end of business hours in order to give the signal
to his/her group members that they were the last one online. Thus, we suggest that
activity awareness should be treated as private, team-level information, and caution
that when managers use activity awareness as a means for social comparison in low
trust environments, members are likely to attempt to “game the system” instead of
actually increasing their performance.

Tool Designer Implications

When designing interfaces for supporting communication and collaboration in a
team context, designers should be aware of the importance of information about
the activities of the different users. The presence indicator and status messages in
Sametime as well as the on-screen indicator used in the experiment were relatively
simple tools for providing awareness of the activities of others. However, in both
environments, team members developed practices for increasing awareness to meet
their shared goal, and reported higher connectedness with other team members. This
higher connectedness seems to be durable over longer time periods—participants in
our experiment still reported higher levels of activity awareness with the tool after
working with their third group. This suggests that some, ostensibly simple, tools
might not be taken for granted over time and still be used to provide awareness to
team members (cf., Oemig & Gross, 2007), and reaffirms that subtle differences
indeed count in the design of collaboration systems (cf., Huber 1990). Furthermore,
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sophisticated workspace awareness systems may provide unnecessary or unwanted
information and might simply be ignored.

The status indicator provided with many messaging systems automatically pro-
vides information about whether the application on the users computer is connected
with the messaging service, and many also indicate whether the user has recently
moved the mouse or pressed a key on the keyboard. Simply saying that a person is
online, however, does not necessarily provide a feeling of connectedness to others;
rather, users need more information about the context in which the person resides
(cf., Majchrzak, Malhotra, & John, 2005). One might wish to know where the other
is—at a restaurant, in the office, and at home, meaning that whether they are avail-
able and/or when they will be available has some relevance when determining how
much effort the other is making. In some contexts, then, a status indicator may be
enough to indicate that a user is engaged in team-related work and thereby heighten
willingness to work in others. However, this would require one to combine the status
indication with other taken-for-granted information, such as assuming that another
would only use that particular mediating application when performing team-related
tasks.

Wedonot necessarily suggest that designers ofmediating technologies need to add
detailed information about teammembers’ activities—a la the Facebook “news feed.”
Indeed, such information might unnecessarily overload the information processing
abilities of the team members (cf., Dabbish & Kraut, 2008). Rather, technology
designers should recognize that userswish to obtain activity information about others,
and provide the flexible means for users to add context and implement practices that
communicate such information. Practices that involve changing IM screen names
(Smale & Greenberg, 2005) or status messages (Riemer et al., 2007) to indicate
activity provide evidence that flexibility is desired.

Furthermore, it may be undesirable in some cases to provide others with what
might be considered private information by an individual. The experiment’s results
show a positive relationship between our user interface element and team produc-
tivity and member satisfaction. In the case study, Sametime was only used in the
work context. A user interface element that reported private information might be
considered intrusive. We also speculate that such a user interface might be associ-
ated with indifference or perhaps user dissatisfaction in a context in which individual
performance is rewarded.

Finally, we note that the team members in our experiment could only see the
activity information about their own team members, and the team members in the
case study could limit their viewing to only their teammembers. Thus, in both cases,
teammembers knew at least part of the context inwhich the other users resided—they
were members of their team. In this way, the information presented by an activity
information tool could be combined with information about the known border of
the group (cf., Gross et al., 2005) and information that the user might be able to
recall from memory (e.g., that a particular person was the Nurse, or that a particular
person was a smoker). Thus, we speculate that systems should allow for work unit
differences—members of a particular teammight feelmore connectednesswhen they
can see information about their own teammembers’ activity, but activity information
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about outsiders (i.e., persons outside the team) would probably be deemed irrelevant
and might only distract one from being able to understand whether and how hard
their team members are working. For members of an organization that are outside
of a particular individual’s work area, it may only be necessary to provide what
is typically considered presence information, and perhaps desirable to restrict the
number of others about which one would observe more detailed information.

Implications for Future Research

Researchers in the area of computermediated communication (CMC) have embraced
the notion of process losses, and much attention has been given to the need for
awareness to reduce coordination losses (Gutwin & Greenberg, 1996; Carroll et al.,
2006). However, there has been little attention paid to the role of awareness in mit-
igating social motivation losses. Based on what we observed in the case study and
experiment, we propose that social motivation gains can occur when IT artifacts are
introduced, and might occur spontaneously when awareness practices are adopted
that enable users to reliably track comings and goings (e.g., the Sametime presence
feature, the experiment’s on-screen indicator). Normally, the presence feature of IM
applications is considered by technologists to indicate simply whether or not the
person is able to communicate. Our case study shows that such a tool can mean
much more than that to team members. In the case study, we found that team mem-
bers observed when others’ status changed and used this information not only to
determine when others were available for work, but also as a means for determin-
ing how much they were working. In addition, we found some evidence that team
members are motivated to be sure that their efforts measure up when compared with
others. Thus, we suggest that the adoption of social software such as life streaming,
microblogging, wikis and online communities will likely have implications for social
motivation among the participants.

Prior researchers have noted the importance of presence awareness via CMC as
a means to monitor others (Cameron & Webster, 2005). Here, we show that being
aware of what other people are doing has implications for feelings about one’s team
and team performance, meaning the lack of bodily presence in a mediated context
has additional implications beyond simply “Is anyone there?” For teams working in
distributed contexts, members are unable to directly observe others, and must rely on
what is they receive via CMC in order to compare efforts (Greenberg et al., 2007). In
addition to our results, knowing who is there and being able to differentiate among
them has been shown to improve decision-making and increases a team’s ability to
reach consensus (Cooper & Haines, 2008).

Thus, what normally is termed presence awareness in mediated communication
(cf., Shaw, Scheufele, & Catalano, 2007; Kekwaletswe & Ngambi, 2006; Bønes,
Hasvold,Henriksen,&Strandenæs, 2007) has an additional subcomponent of activity
awareness (cf., Carroll et al., 2006). Researchers have observed that users wish to
communicate information about their presence—when they will be able/unable to
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communicate (Shaw et al., 2007; Smale & Greenberg, 2005). However, when users
indicate their presence, they are, in many cases, implicitly including information
about their activities. Depending on the context, the Skype status message “in a
meeting” could also be an indication of another’s effort exerted, while observing that
another’s icon changed in the company’s Sametime application, meaning he/she has
just connected to the system, could indicate that the other has begun his/her workday.
The observed benefit of online status in instant messaging (IM) as indicating whether
one is “idle or away” (Shaw et al., 2007) implicitly acknowledges the potential
usefulness of knowing whether another is engaged with work. Similarly, some of the
screen name changes observed in IM contexts show activity information rather than
just one’s presence (e.g., “House hunting!”, “reading at my desk/disregard (Away)
status”, “60% done my portfolio” Smale & Greenberg, 2005). Our results suggest
that such user practices would improve feelings of connectedness and in turn increase
effort.

Finally, we suggest activity information is often imputed from what is ostensibly
presence information. Our examples above about meeting attendance or beginning
of a workday involved a user interpreting the status update and/or status change as
indicating another’s activity. This happened because the user combined that new
information with taken for granted assumptions about the other’s context to impute
awareness about their activities (cf., Garfinkel 1967; Carroll et al., 2006). Future
research could examine the extent to which users feel that information presented by
a mediating technology can be relied on, the degree to which users combine such
information with additional information to create other aspects of awareness, and the
extent to which users alter their practices to provide or impute activity information
from tools ostensibly designed to provide presence or other awareness information.

In online communities research, the notion of social motivation losses has been
used to explain the extent to which individual users contribute material and/or knowl-
edge to a community (McLure-Wasko & Faraj, 2005; Butler 2001; Ling et al., 2005;
Ludford, Cosley, Frankowski, & Terveen, 2004; Michinov & Primois, 2005, Yuqing,
Kraut, &Kiesler, 2007). This study is unique in that it finds that social motivation can
both drive contributions to a community (i.e., sharing one’s status) and have social
motivation effects on work that is not directly related to the community. For example,
one might be following a company microblog on human resource practices, and find
the tweets very useful and be impressed by the number and quality of contributions.
However, one might not be an expert on human resources and thus feel like one has
nothing to contribute. Instead, one might be motivated to contribute to the company
wiki on a topic where one is able to provide some expertise.
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Chapter 6
Discontinuities, Continuities, and Hidden
Work in Virtual Collaboration

Mary Beth Watson-Manheim

Introduction

In this chapter, I argue that that there is significant hidden effort required to perform
actual work activities in virtual collaboration. I employ the notions of organizational
discontinuity theory (ODT) and articulation work to develop this proposition and
explore potential consequences for virtual collaboration. Boundaries between indi-
viduals, such as time and geography, provide an effective starting point for investi-
gating virtual collaboration. Boundaries are static but the effects of boundaries, or
discontinuities, are dynamic. For example, time zone differences exist but are not
always perceived as problematic in virtual collaboration.ODTsuggests it is necessary
to bring together discontinuous elements of virtuality into working configurations,
i.e., continuities, in order for collaboration work to be most effectively performed.
In other words, a new set of shared activities, or expected routine practices, emerge
such that discontinuities are reduced or eliminated.

Articulation work is “work that enables other work to occur”, i.e., unplanned
aspects of work left out of rational work models, such as take up and learning of
technology, organizing and sequencing of tasks, and aligning constituent actors to
accomplish work. Using the lens of articulation work to examine evolving construc-
tion and reconstruction of routine practices surfaces unseen, and even unappreciated,
work performed by virtual collaborators. When shared routine practices are devel-
oped, collaboration effort is reduced allowing individuals to focus on the content
of their work such that collaboration can effectively occur. I hypothesize, however,
that the hidden or invisible work of virtual collaboration remains and, while often
perceived as unremarkable, increases the complexity of collaboration activities. I
discuss potential consequences and future research directions.
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Virtual Collaboration

Virtual collaboration involves the performance of joint work activities by individuals
who are in different geographic locations. For many years, beginning with telecom-
muting in the 1990s, employees have been using technologies to collaborate at a
distance. As technology devices such as mobile phones and lap tops have become
more sophisticated and access toWi-Fi and broadband communications have become
increasingly ubiquitous, virtual collaboration has become common and is viewed as
a strategic necessity bymany firms. In a recently reported survey of 1,700 knowledge
workers, 79% reported working always or frequently in dispersed teams (Ferrazzi,
2014).

Moreover, to succeed in the global economy, firms are relying on far flung virtual
teams to bring together employees with the best expertise and diverse knowledge and
perspectives, and often lower cost talent, to address organizational challenges. These
global virtual teamsmust navigate geographic boundaries as well as other boundaries
such as time zone, language, and national culture making collaboration even more
complex (Chudoba et al., 2005; Neeley, 2015). When teams consist of people from
different backgrounds working at a distance, miscommunication is common and can
lead to misunderstanding (Cramton, 2001) and conflict (Hinds & Mortensen, 2005)
ultimately impairing global team performance (Neeley, 2015).

Despite the development of sophisticated information and communication tech-
nologies, including tools designed specifically to support virtual collaboration, adop-
tion of these tools lags and significant challenges remain. In fact, based on a recent
survey Ferrazzi, (2014) reports that nearly half of people communicating in a vir-
tual environment admit to feeling confused and overwhelmed by collaboration
technology. A recent literature review of virtual team research states that “most
research finds that technology either impairs or has no effect” on performance
(Gilson, Maynard, Jones, Varitiainen, & Hakonen, 2015). While there may be some
debate as to how much of the research in this area has come to this conclusion, there
is little debate that technology can be a facilitator as well as an inhibitor of effective
communication among virtual collaborators (Watson-Manheim et al., 2012).

Thus, there is a long line of literature which has reached a clear consensus that vir-
tual collaboration is challenging for many teams and often, but not always, results in
communication and performance problems. On the other hand, many studies (over
many years) have documented and championed work practices, managerial tech-
niques, and strategies for employing ICT that are expected to enhance virtual team
performance (e.g., Majchrzak et al., 2004; Ferrazzi, 2014; Neeley, 2015).

In this essay, I argue that we can gain additional understanding of the complexity
of this work environment by a deeper in investigation of individual performance
practices. I contend that there is significant unseen andunaccounted for effort required
to perform actual work activities in virtual collaboration. I employ the notions of
organizational discontinuity theory (ODT) and articulation work to develop this
proposition and explore potential consequences for virtual collaboration.
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Organizational Discontinuity Theory

Asdiscussed in the previous section,many teams face significant challenges in virtual
collaboration but other teams are able to perform successfully. Organizational Dis-
continuity Theory (ODT) takes an interactional perspective to examine this paradox
(Watson-Manheim, Chudoba, & Crowston, 2012). The theory suggests that bound-
aries, e.g., time zones or national borders, are static and unchanging, but the effects
of boundaries on the performance of virtual team members may differ and even
change over time. To separate the effects of the boundary from the boundary itself,
the authors introduce the notion of a discontinuity and it’s corollary, a continuity.

The theory asserts that a boundary becomes problematic when an individual per-
ceives a change in information and communication flows that requires conscious
effort and attention to handle (Watson-Manheim, Chudoba, & Crowston, 2012). This
disruption is termed a discontinuity. Joint behaviors must be adapted at the boundary
to address the disruption. The resulting new practice routines are termed continuities.
Alternatively, when individuals are jointly performing virtual work in an effective
manner and the situation is perceived as normal, i.e., flows of communication and
action are as expected by team members or require minimal attention and effort to
manage, then a discontinuity is not present even though boundaries exist between
team members.

Faced with a discontinuity, that is, with a disruption in the expected flow of com-
munication, individuals will attempt to make sense of the disruption and address
the problem. They may be motivated to consider alternative actions to deal with the
discontinuity, leading to the emergence of new behaviors and expectations, i.e., the
construction of continuities. These new action routines reduce or eliminate the atten-
tion and effort required to understand and manage the situation associated with prob-
lematic boundaries (i.e., discontinuities) (Dixon & Panteli, 2010; Watson-Manheim,
Chudoba, & Crowston, 2012).

I was recently a member of a team with colleagues located in Australia, Germany
and the US. The extreme difference in time zones across the 3 team members was
initially difficult to manage. There was really no convenient synchronous time to
meet. The option of working via email or discussion board in an asynchronous man-
ner was not effective due to the complexity of the collaboration. After several failed
meeting attempts, the German member volunteered to be a ‘bridge team member’.
He met in his morning with the Australian member (in that member’s late night) and
then met with me in the US in his afternoon and my morning. Our group was able
to work effectively by creating a new routine for meetings that took into account
time differences and allowed us to perform effectively. Thus, the boundaries of time,
nationality and geography remained, but they were no longer perceived as problem-
atic to performance.

ODT takes an interactional perspective on virtual collaboration suggesting that it
is necessary to identify problematic elements of virtuality, i.e., discontinuities, and
create new practices that reduce the difficulty of the situation, i.e., continuities, for
collaboration work to be most effectively performed. In other words, a new set of
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shared activities, or expected routine practices, are generated such that problems are
reduced or eliminated. While this theory helps us understand why boundaries may
be problematic only under certain conditions, the underlying effort involved in the
process of identifying discontinuities and in creating and maintaining continuities
remains unexplored.

Articulation Work

Articulation work has been described as “work that enables other work to occur”
(p. 1, Sawyer & Tapia, 2006). In other words, articulation work is comprised of
unplanned aspects of work not accounted for in rational workmodels. Activities such
as organizing and sequencing of tasks, and aligning constituent actors to accomplish
work (Strauss, 1985) including the take up and learning of new technologies (e.g.,
Grinter, 1996; Sawyer & Tapia, 2006), are examples of articulation work.

I next briefly discuss the previous research on articulation work focusing on (1)
ongoing or continuous articulation work that is essential to the performance of joint
work activities, (2) event-based, or episodic, articulation work that is prompted by
disruptions in the performance of joint work activities, and (3) cumulative and unmet
needs articulation work as identified recently by Sawyer & Tapia, (2006).

Ongoing Articulation Work

Strauss, (1985) surfaced the importance of an interactional perspective in the perfor-
mance of joint work activities. His conceptualization was based on intensive study
of work taking place in hospitals where multiple clusters of work activities and com-
binations of collective activities, or projects, must take place to manage the care of
patients. In addition, the care of the patient involves the performance of task clusters
by different professional specialists, e.g., nurses, specialized physicians, and admin-
istrators. These different actors may work simultaneously or sequentially but the
overall ‘arc’ of the work must be connected to accomplish the caring of the patient.
The interleaving and connecting of tasks and task clusters does not happen automat-
ically but must be negotiated and may be contested. These ‘supra’ work activities
constitute articulation work as described by Strauss (p. 8):

Articulation work amounts to the following: First, the meshing of the often numerous tasks,
clusters of tasks, and segments of the total arc. Second, the meshing of efforts of various
unit-workers (individuals, departments, etc.). Third, the meshing of actors with their various
types of work and implicated tasks. (The term “coordination” is sometimes used to catch
features of this articulation work, but the term has other connotations so it will not be used
here.) All of this articulation work goes on within and usually among organizational units
and sub-units.
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Strauss, (1985) extended this concept to more generally address project work in
organizations. He recognized that performing project work activities is separate from
the larger organizational process of articulating the work, or joining work activities
together to accomplish project work. Activities such as allocating resources to the
project, persuading others of the importance of the project, and other organizational
processes must be started and maintained for the project work to be satisfactorily
performed and project goals to be met. Thus, the initial work on articulation focused
onprocesses critical to accomplishing jointwork activities, butwhichwere not visible
to “rationalized models of work” (Star, 1991: 275).

Early research in the CSCW community investigating the role of technologies
in supporting collaborative work highlighted the importance of understanding the
“nature and requirements of cooperative work” (p. 48, Schmidt & Bannon, 1992).
As Sawyer & Tapia, (2006) observe, CSCW researchers viewed articulation work as
primarily “overhead” activities which are the result of coordination of collaborative
activities distributed across multiple actors.

This stream of research aimed to understand articulation work in order to design
computer-based technologies that could manage these peripheral activities and allow
individuals to focus their attention on the content work activities. The performance of
joint work activities depends on the interweaving of clusters of activities distributed
across individuals.Articulationwork is all the coordinating andnegotiating necessary
to get the work at hand done” (Grinter, 1996, p. 451).

Event-Based Articulation Work

Regardless of the routineness of the project, contingencies will arise that may disrupt
the course of the work and require rearrangement of processes to return to the proper
course of action. Disruptions lead to misalignment of processes and the need for
changes will become explicit to those involved (Strauss, 1985, 1988). For example, a
project for a long-time customermay have clearly established resource needs and pri-
ority. However, newmanagement in the customer organizationmay demand a shorter
time frame for implementation than the usual process. Meeting this demand requires
changes to the established procedures and responsibilities assigned to the project.
Additional resources may need to be shifted to the project affecting other project
priorities. Accordingly negotiating and implementing these changes will require sig-
nificant problem solving and attention from affected stakeholders to meet the new
goals.

Strauss, (1985) also highlights the possibility that the “intersection of workers
and their [different] social worlds” (p. 11) will create disruption in the connecting
of actors and tasks in the accomplishment of common goals. While differences in
individual personalities may play a role in disruption, the languages and patterns
of work in different occupational communities, e.g., nurse versus specialized physi-
cians, arguably play a larger and often more complicated role. Contingencies or
disruptions may also arise when a new member is added to a team that has worked
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together for a long time (Strauss, 1985). Such a team has developed a set of com-
monly understood practices and language about the work which will now have to be
modified to bring the new team member on board.

Event-based articulation work can be thought of as the work that gets things
back ‘on track’ in the face of the unexpected, and modifies action to accommodate
unanticipated contingencies (Strauss, 1988). When processes have been adjusted to
accommodate changes, the work returns to the normal course of action and the need
for event-based articulation work disappears. It is important to note that event-based
articulation work is also invisible to rationalized models of work (Star, 1991).

Unmet Needs and Cumulative Articulation Work

Sawyer & Tapia, (2006) investigate articulation work in technology adoption and
implementation as individuals try learn to use the technology and integrate it into
work practices. As they note, this work is often taken for granted and invisible. For
example, resources for new technologies include the cost of purchasing the hardware
and software and may include cost of installation and training. On the other hand,
the time spent by the user learning to use the new technology and integrating the
technology into work practices is critical to achieving expected benefits but is usually
not accounted for by management or other decision makers.

The authors focus on articulationwork arising from an implementation of ICT into
organizational work activities through a field study of mobile device implementation
for police officers. The new mobile devices and the secure mobile data network
enabled the police officers to access secure information while in the field, such as
driver’s license records and a related picture database. The device also supported
secure messaging, email, and reporting functions for users. The authors collected
data through multiple methods in an intensive field study of the implementation of
the mobile devices.

They identify two interrelated categories of articulation activities: unmet needs
articulation and cumulative articulation. Unmet needs articulation is comprised of
technology-based activities that were critical to officers performing work but were
not addressed by the new system. For example, prior to the implementation of the
new mobile device, the officers used applications on federal, state, and local systems
thatwere not integrated and required separate authentication procedures and different
levels of technical knowledge. The newsystemdid not address this lack of integration.
Thus, the police officers must continue to go through multiple log in procedures and
make use of different systems to access information needed for their job as well as
integrate the new mobile devices into their work activities.

Moreover, in addition to the concept of unmet needs articulation, the authors
suggest that that computer-based articulationwork is cumulative.Unmet needswhich
are not addressed by the new system remain and associated activitiesmust be continue
to be performed by the user. This work is usually invisible to the organization.
In this case, the police officers need to log into the three different systems with



6 Discontinuities, Continuities, and Hidden Work … 127

very different technological designs was likely taken for granted and expected, and
not accounted for in any assessment of the mobile device implementation. Thus,
the new articulation work associated with the integration of the technology into an
individual’s work practices becomes routine. However, this new articulation work
is accompanied by existing unmet needs articulation work. Each successive round
of ICT implementation increases the articulation work taken on by the user in the
organization.

Implementing new ICT increases the articulation needs of the organization. However, we
claim that many of these needs go unrecognized and unmet by the organization. A gap forms
between the unmet articulation needs and the organizational efforts aimed at fulfilling those
perceived needs. The organization does not return to its “normal” state in which all needs are
met. A “new normal” is formed in which articulation issues either become invisible or are
handled in some disruptive or destructive fashion. When the next new ICT is implemented,
the organization does not start from zero level relative to articulation needs. This next round
starts with existing, and unmet, needs (Sawyer & Tapia, 2006, p. 7).

Surfacing Hidden Effort in Virtual Collaboration

I next use the lens of articulation work to extend understanding of effort involved
in collaboration across boundaries. Collaboration across boundaries involves the
evolving construction and reconstruction of routine work practices, i.e., developing
continuities, in response to disruptions encountered at boundaries, i.e., discontinu-
ities. In this section, I aim to shed light on articulation in distributed collaboration
identifying behaviors by actors that are critical to performance but are outside of
the formalized work activities. In particular, my objective is to surface unseen, and
even unappreciated, work performed by virtual collaborators. Building on Sawyer
& Tapia, (2006), I suggest that it is useful to distinguish categories of articulation
work in virtual collaboration work, especially differentiating articulation work that is
eventually resolved and not cumulated from that which is enduring and cumulative.

Recognizing Discontinuities and Creating Continuities:
Event-Based Articulation Work

ODT argues that discontinuities are perceived when individuals performing joint
work at a boundary encounter unanticipated actions or information flows. Under
normal conditions, distributed collaborators have developed routine practices such
that their interactions and practices are expected and unremarkable. Routine and
expected joint behaviors simplify the work environment and allow collaborators
to focus on the content of their work. When action responses are unexpected, the
individual must focus attention on the process of the joint work, moving attention
away from the content of the work. The following vignette, from Watson-Manheim
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et al., (2012, p. 39), illustrates perception of a discontinuity and the team leader’s
reaction.

Consider a distributed team that adds a person whose first language is different from current
members.An existing practice had the team leader send a short email summary of themeeting
to participants listing decisionsmade and specific actions plans. Such amessagemight be too
terse for a non-native speaker who had trouble following the discussion during the meeting,
leading to misunderstandings andmissed assignments. In response, the team leader could try
a new practice of sending a more extensive email message documenting specific agreements
and actions.

In this case, the trigger for the team leader to change her established pattern of behavior
was a discrepancy in the behavior she expected of team members. When she recognized the
discrepancy, the leader focused attention on the situation and surmised that the difficulty in
the team’s performance was due to misunderstanding by the new member. She then varies
her usual practice and observes the results of this change. (p. 40)

In this example, the team leader noticed that the new teammemberwasnot responding
as expected and that this was impacting individual and ultimately team performance.
Building on the concept of ‘cognitive switching’ (Louis & Sutton, 1991), Watson-
Manheim et al., (2012) argue that three conditions trigger thismovement from routine
practices to a more attentive state, i.e., discrepancy, novelty, and deliberate initiative.
In all three conditions, interactional processes of joint work, or articulation work
as defined by Strauss, (1988), are moved to the forefront of the individual’s con-
sideration. In our example, the team leader is motivated to return team interactions
to a normal state. Thus, her attention will be focused on making sense of the dis-
crepant situation. Based on her observations and experience, she attempts behavioral
adjustments to remediate the communication difficulties faced by the team.

In this example, the team leader may vary actions in an effort to alleviate the
difficulty of the situation. This action response is the beginning of the creation of
continuities, or action routines, that are better aligned with the changed situation.

[Continuing] our example above, if the team leader perceives her action to have mitigated
the difficulty, if this new practice enabled the new member to integrate well into the team
and interactions and performance improved, then the leader would be motivated to continue
the new practice. Over time, as she repeats this action under similar circumstances, she and
the team members change their understanding of expected behavior in this situation.

In this example, one action was to provide more detailed action plans and observe
resulting consequences. Only if the team leader observes that the additional details
increase the overall teamperformance,will the leader adopt this change as an ongoing
practice. Changes in the team performance are due to their use of the more detailed
minutes to guide behavior. Thus, while the discrepancy may lead to new behaviors, a
continuity, or new behavioral routine, is established only when changes are adapted
and repeated.

Over time, repeated and successful actions lead to a change in understanding
of the normal and expected work practices (Feldman & Pentland, 2003). Thus, the
articulation work of aligning joint work practices to allow collaborators to move to a
more automatic state in the conduct of their interactions is completed. We consider
this as event-based articulation. Articulation needs stemming from the introduction
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of a new boundary have been resolved and collaborators return to a normal state of
interactions.

Maintaining Continuities: Enduring Hidden Work
in Virtual Collaboration

While the articulation work of recognizing discontinuities and creating continuities
can be categorized as an event-based articulation work, the work of maintaining
continuities remains. When shared routine practices are developed, collaboration
effort is reduced allowing individuals to focus on the content of their work such that
collaboration can effectively occur. Following our example.

Team members may now come to expect a more extensive email from their leader after
each meeting and find that the more comprehensive documentation reduces the chance for
misunderstanding. With this new practice, accommodating the new member now requires
little extra attention by members or the team leader; they have developed a continuity that
enables activities at the boundary to occur in an expected and ordinary fashion. Members of
the team develop revised expectations about behavior in the situation and are able to function
in a relatively automatic mode because of the emergent continuity, allowing them to focus
on the content of the work rather than the process.

While this work may be expected and ordinary, even perceived as unremarkable,
it still exists. However the fact that these behaviors are considered expected and
commonplacemay also that thework activities are not recognized andmay be hidden,
even to the actor performing the work.1 The work will likely not be obvious to an
outside observer, e.g., senior management or other team leaders. Additionally, due to
being an assumed and necessary activity, the work associated with developing more
extensive meeting minutes may also be concealed from the actor performing it. In
this case, providing longer and more detailed minutes of meetings takes the team
leader longer but this has now become a routine practice. The team leader expects
to perform this work and does not find it burdensome. However, the additional work
still exists. While the team has returned to its previous state of interacting and the
number of misunderstandings has been reduced, a ‘new normal’ of work activities
has been created for the team leader.

I adapt the notion of cumulative work as argued by Sawyer & Tapia, (2006) to
conceptualize the effects of ongoing hidden work emerging from the construction of
continuities. The authors argue that articulation work in the face of ICT implemen-
tation is cumulative in that new technologies may only partially meet the needs of
users leading to frustration and new articulation work is created as the users learn
to use the ICT and create practices around what meets their needs as well as what
does not. This hidden collaborative work and its cumulative effect emerge precisely
because the frustration of navigating the challenges introduced by the boundary is

1Iwould like to acknowledge helpful discussionwithmycolleagueCatherineCramton in developing
these ideas.
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removed and the new practices have become routinized. These practices are now
unexceptional and expected to all actors.

The new practice has been developed such that joint team activities can be effec-
tively performed. However, the team leader has taken on a new work activity that did
not exist before the practice was developed. This new work activity must continue to
exist as expected by all team members to insure effective performance. As Sawyer
& Tapia, (2006) point out, the team does not return to its ‘normal’ state after the con-
tinuity is developed. A ‘new normal’ of practice routines is formed with increased
articulation work.

The Effect of Unmet Needs in Virtual Collaboration

I have focused on the creation of continuities by collaboratorswhen faced by disconti-
nuities. However, not all discontinuities are successfully addressed by collaborators.
While the disruption created by a discontinuity may lead to new behaviors, a conti-
nuity, or new behavioral routine, is established only when changes are adapted and
repeated. As Watson-Manheim et al., (2012, p. 40) state:

First, the new behaviors may not be perceived to mitigate the problem, rightly or wrongly.
While the experiment might in fact not work, it is also the case that people can ‘rationalize
discrepancies to the point where they are actually seen as supporting one’s expectations’
[George & Jones, 2001]. A person who may be skeptical about working virtually may ratio-
nalize a problem as being inherent in this environment, and problems he encounters rein-
force his expectations, thus discouraging attempts to address the problem. Second, because
established structures are resistant to change, behavioral changes may be resisted and not
repeated. Finally, individuals will not continue to try new behaviors indefinitely. Over time,
if the behavioral trials are not successful in addressing the discontinuity, other more pressing
matters may take precedence [George & Jones, 2001]. For a variety of reasons, individuals
may be dissatisfied with responses to a behavioral trial and choose not to repeat it, failing
to create a continuity to support virtual work and leaving the discontinuity unsuccessfully
addressed. (p. 40)

Returning to our example of the global teamwith the newmemberwith a different first
language, if the team leader was not able to develop a continuity to enable the team to
return to effective communication patterns, the entire team is likely to experience an
increase in articulation work. The difficulties in joint performance are experienced
by the entire team. Each member must make sense of misunderstandings, missed
assignments and other consequences of the discontinuity. While dealing with these
misunderstandings may become a routine practice as the team member may have
unique expertise that is critical to the team, but the articulation work remains.

I characterize this work as unmet needs articulation work. Unmet needs articula-
tion work is also likely to be cumulative in virtual collaboration potentially leading
to dissatisfaction among team members and poor overall team performance. On the
other hand, teammembers may work to individually overcome the problems and cre-
ate a successful team outcome, e.g., new product design, but at the cost of significant
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individual frustration and even burnout as they struggle to perform the associated
level of increased articulation work.

Conclusion

In this chapter, I have attempted to develop deeper insight into virtual collaboration
from a practice perspective. I use the notions of organizational discontinuity theory
(ODT) and articulation work to argue that virtual collaboration involves significant
unseen and hidden work that increases the complexity and effort involved. This
hidden work is often perceived as unremarkable and may not be recognized even to
the involved actors.

Integrating the ODT and articulation work perspectives provides a basis for exam-
ining additional questions. For example, surfacing and acknowledging hidden work
in virtual collaboration may shed light on the continued resistance of many teams to
the adoption of new collaboration technologies. Adopting new technologies means
that distributed collaborators must learn to use new technology and integrate use
into individual as well as team practices. The adoption of the technology will lead
to new significant new articulation work for individuals. Moreover, the technology
will not facilitate the performance of the team unless common practices are devel-
oped by collaborators. Thus, it is not surprising that sophisticated collaboration tools
continue to be resisted by virtual teams.

Moreover, much of the articulation work in virtual collaboration is perceived as
expected and unremarkable even to the actor herself. This has implications for the
effective design of new collaboration tools. If the hidden work is not surfaced or
understood, new technologies cannot be designed to mitigate the underlying effort
involved in the collaboration process.
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Chapter 7
A Coaching Style of Management
and the Affective Structuration
of Workplace Relations

Camilla Noonan, Séamas Kelly and Geoff Pelham

Introduction

This paper describes an effort by a medium-sized organisation in the UK’s social
housing sector to make sustained and long-term investments in coaching training,
with a view to broadly developing the skill-sets of their managers. These efforts
resulted in the emergence and institutionalisation of a distinctive kind ofmanagement
style—described here as a coaching style of management—which has had important
implications for workplace relationships, and associated forms of affectivity/moods.

In what follows, we begin by briefly describing coaching and the associated phi-
losophy underpinning the practice, before going on to provide an account of the
introduction and institutionalisation of coaching practices at THG. In particular, we
focus on their role in the emergence of distinctive newkinds ofmanagement practices,
and of the ‘felt’ effects of these around the organisation. We conclude by offering a
theoretical reflection on the significance of these changes by considering the perfor-
mative effects of such practices; specifically the modes of relating and feeling that
they produce.

Overall, we argue that the notion of a coaching style ofmanagement deservesmore
sustained empirical and theoretical attention, not least because of the sharp contrasts
that can be drawn between it and more conventional directive approaches to the
practice of management. In particular, a coaching style is marked by an emphasis
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on a collaborative mode of problem solving, as manager/coach and report/coachee
engage in practices of collaborative inquiry that are oriented to promoting new forms
of awareness and development. As such, these kinds of coaching relationships are
promising subjects for studies of emergent forms of collaborative organisation in our
contemporary digital age.

Coaching, Practice, Style, and Performativity

Coaching sometimes seems like Keats’ rainbow - the more we try to define it, dissect it,
classify it and demystify it, the more we diminish it and lose its essence. (Clutterbuck &
Megginson, 2011)

In recent years, coaching has come to be seen as an important employee devel-
opment practice in many organisations. Although definitions of coaching vary, it
is generally understood as a collaborative relationship that forms between a coach
and coachee for the purpose of attaining professional or personal development out-
comes (Grant et al., 2010).Whilst traditionally associated with sports, the notion that
coaching could be adopted as a management practice in organisations is not a new
idea (for an overview of the early appearances of ‘coaching’ in management con-
texts, see (Athanasopoulou&Dopson, 2018)). Following influential developments in
humanistic psychology (Maslow, 1943; Rogers, 1951, 1957), scholars increasingly
argued that managers had much to gain by adopting more supportive or developmen-
tal approaches (Hague, 1978; Kanter, 1984) and, throughout the 1980s, coaching
came to be understood as an important set of skills that could assist in the correction
of lacklustre performance in the organisation. Since performance related issues were
usually dealt with as part of the formal performance review process, this is typically
where coaching was homed. Oftentimes, what tended to play out in practice was a
rather directive style of coaching/mentoring, which was typically enacted in ways
that reinforced the superior/subordinate relationship and command-and-control type
thinking. These ‘coaching’ engagements often took place against a backdrop of a
potential threat of employment termination (Evered & Selman, 1989). The limita-
tions of these early organisational enactments of coaching were very apparent and
in the intervening period, scholars and practitioners have made great strides in their
efforts to develop deeper understandings of coaching enactments in organisational
settings (for reviews of executive and workplace coaching theory and practice see
(Feldman & Lankau, 2005; Grant et al., 2010; Passmore & Fillery-Travis, 2011;
Athanasopoulou & Dopson, 2018)). Recently, attention has turned toward the possi-
bility of broadening and institutionalising these practices within organisations or, in
otherwords, developing ‘coaching cultures’ (Clutterbuck&Megginson, 2005; Crane
& Patrick, 2014; Gormley & van Nieuwerburgh, 2014; Clutterbuck et al., 2016)

While much has been written about the virtues and potential power of coaching
in the practitioner literatures—see for example (Garvey et al., 2017)—attention has
been drawn to the high degree of variation in actual coaching practice (Kampa-
Kokesch &Anderson, 2001). This variation is associated with practitioner education
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and the array of theoretical/conceptual approaches drawn from in the delivery of
coaching in organisational settings. For the purposes of this study, our intention is
not to review these varying approaches but to report on an empirical case study
of an organisation that became socialised into a set of practices associated with the
humanistic/person-centred approach to coaching. In the following section, we briefly
outline the core principles of this orientation.

Coaching—The Humanistic, Person-Centered Approach

Core to the humanistic approach to coaching is the notion that development and
change can be produced by means of a facilitated collaborative learning process
involving coach and coachee. In contrast to the early conceptualisations and
applications of coaching to management, Bluckert (2006) reminds us that coaching
is not about instructing or giving direction from the exalted position of a superior
positioning in some hierarchy. A central premise of coaching is non-directive
engagement—people often know more than they think; and, with help, are capable
of accessing deeper understanding and resolving issues and moving forward in their
lives (p. 4). In other words, according to this approach, the biggest obstacles to an
individual’s performance are regarded as being ‘internal’ (not ‘external’ (Gallwey,
1972)) and it is the coach’s job to help the coachee identify and address these obsta-
cles. This takes place within the context of a safe and non-judgemental coaching
relationship. Facilitating learning via non-directive engagement goes to the heart of
effective coaching practice, and actively listening to what is being said (and not said)
is an important element of this practice. A second important principle of coaching is
focusing on current performance but also on future potential performance that can be
unlocked. Following on from this is the importance of developing self-belief. Here,
the focus turns to coachee self-confidence and how growth can be enabled by helping
the coachee to attribute successes, however small, to their ownwork or effort. Finally,
building self-awareness and responsibility are key goals of coaching. Humanistic
approaches to coaching are rooted in the believe that an individual’s willingness to
embrace change increases when there is greater awareness of the assumptions, belief
systems, behaviours etc. that govern action. Once these background assumptions
are surfaced, people can “move[s] into a position of choice—to stay with them or to
change… the responsibility for this choice is with [them]” (p. 5). While awareness
is no guarantee of change, it is treated as an important precursor because it urges one
to take charge and assume ownership of the consequences of one’s actions. These
broad principles of coaching are outlined in Table 7.2 in the appendix.

The idea that these principles (and associated practices) could be popularised and
institutionalised within an organisational context goes to the heart of what is under-
stood by the term ‘coaching culture’.While increasingly promoted as desirable, there
is a noticeable dearth of empirical studies that examine the introduction and institu-
tionalisation of the kinds of practices that might constitute a coaching culture. In the
study that follows, we seek to redress this. We investigate what coaching looks and
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feels like in practice in a specific organisational setting and, in addition to examining
what effect these practices had, we explore the process of institutionalising them over
time. To facilitate this project, we synthesise a performative, practice-based approach
to theorising coaching as an on-going accomplishment that enacts, or discloses, the
world in distinctive ways. We suggest that this theoretical approach helps us unpack
coaching in a way that helps us appreciate its power without “diminishing it or losing
its essence” (Clutterbuck & Megginson, 2011). It is to this task that we now turn.

Coaching as a Performative Practice

In this study, we understand practice to be the basic unit of social analysis. Practices
are ontological—they are world disclosive—shaping how we find ourselves in the
world. They may be taken to be comprised of several interconnected elements—-
bodily activities; forms of mental activities; ‘things’ and their use; and background
knowledge in the form of understanding, know-how, states of emotion and moti-
vational knowledge (Reckwitz, 2002). While each of these elements is considered
necessary to the enactment of a practice, it is important to note that they do not exist
as separate, isolatable, atomistic components that precede their relations with one
another, and a practice cannot be reduced to any single one of them. We suggest
that different management styles can be helpfully understood as distinctive prac-
tices—they involve much more than mere doings and the ways in which we skilfully
accomplishment such practices opens up the world to us in very specific ways. In
other words, management practices enact a distinctive way of being-in-the world-
with-others—this is what the doing does (Spinosa et al., 1999).

Mostly, the background knowledge that forms the basis of our skilled practice
goes unnoticed. We become socialised into certain ways of being and the assump-
tions and understandings that underpin our patterns of behaviour frequently fade into
the background and to the realm of the taken for granted. Things show up for us in
terms of our familiar practices for dealing with them and, over time, we develop
skilled responses that become deeply institutionalised. Management has come to be
understood as a practice that is predominantly shaped by notions of explicit intention
and calculative technique. These conceptualisations, propagated bymainstreambusi-
ness education and deeply institutionalised in the Western world, see management
as being mostly about analysis, systematic decision-making and the formulation of
deliberate strategies. The main task of managers is to solve, direct, control or, put
differently, to domesticate what is seen as a very unruly world. Managers are often
depicted as autonomous individuals of great strength, always in control, always in
command of an understanding of what needs to be done to bring about certain out-
comes (Mintzberg, 2009). When socialised into this way of being, managers respond
to the world in ways that serve to reproduce these understandings.

Each skilled practice embodies a distinctive style. In other words, practices can
be performed in different ways and different performances or styles illuminate how
certain kinds of actions and things matter. Spinosa et al., (1999) explain the impor-
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tance of style by asking us to consider the different ways in which children are
reared in Japan versus the USA (Spinosa et al., 1999, pp. 20–21). Different ways
of tending to babies socialises different ways of being in the world. For example,
Japanese mothers tend to place babies on their backs so that the babies will lie still
and be quieted by whatever they see. They tend to promote ‘relative passivity and
sensitivity to harmony’ in the action of their babies; they are soothing and pacifying.
In contrast, American babies are typically placed on their stomachs, which encour-
ages movement. Their mothers tend to encourage animated gesturing and vocalising,
which ‘promotes active and aggressive styles’. The ‘style’ socialises the child into
a particular way of being in the world because in their doing, the practices reveal
how certain kinds of things, and ways of doings things, matter and are worthy of our
notice and attention.

In a similar way, management practices embody certain styles, which, in com-
municating what one ought to care about, socialise organisational communities into
very particular ways of being. These practices/styles are thus implicated in the pro-
duction of very specific kinds of subject positions and in the affective structuration
of workplace relations.

In this study we draw on these ideas to help us make sense of an organisational
innovation that is on-going in a medium-sized, UK-based organisation in the social
sector. The innovation involved the integration of coaching practices within the con-
text of broader management activities. We suggest that this has resulted in the emer-
gence of a distinctive management style—a coaching style of management—and our
aim here is to explore its performative effects. We focus attention on the key skills
required to master a coaching style of management (asking, listening, encouraging,
challenging, giving feedback, supporting, etc.), and explore what increasing mastery
of these skills produces.

Research Approach

This study reports on some preliminary findings from an on-going research project
that began in October 2015. The context of our empirical work is The Housing
Group (THG), which is a UK housing association that was established in 2000.
At this time, and with the support of his executive team, David (CEO) decided to
invest significantly in in-house executive coaching training. Before stepping into the
position of CEO of this organisation, David had worked with an executive coach and
was deeply influenced by this experience. Such was the power of his exposure to
coaching that he wanted others to experience it too—he had a hunch that coaching
could greatly benefit the management team of this newly formed organisation.

To date, we have carried out five field visits to THG—two before a major restruc-
turing of the organisation and three afterwards—spanning a period of more than two
years. We have completed approximately 31 semi-structured interviews with peo-
ple working at different levels and across different areas within this organisation.
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Anonymity was assured and so all names and full positions within the organisation
are therefore unreported (see Table 7.3, appendix).

Research notes were created to capture our reflections during/after interviews,
and we ritually discussed our impressions and developing understandings at the
conclusion of each day. During this fieldwork, we were also permitted to observe
employees in this workplace and to shadow a number of employees as they went
about their daily activities. These exercises proved very insightful for us and helped
us to gain a deeper understanding of this context—the nature of the work and the
kind of services provided within the local communities.

We held a number of feedback sessions with members of the executive team and
also presented some of our early observations to the Board in September 2016. We
find these kinds of exercises a very helpful means of developing our interpretations
and opening them up to the critical scrutiny of others.

The Housing Group (THG)

The Housing Group (THG) describes itself as a social business. It is based in the
UK and, with a portfolio of approximately 20,000 houses, is one of the area’s largest
registered providers of social housing.1 It was established in 2000 and employs 900
people. The group comprises three housing companies, as well as a building com-
pany, and a homeless charity. It also sponsors an Education Trust and has developed
partnerships with a local newspaper, theatre, and radio station. In July 2017, THG
announced a merger with another housing association (Home Group) and together,
these two groups will manage approximately 33,000 homes.

David was the Director of Housing at a large UKmetropolitan council in 1992—a
time when the public housing stock was suffering from serious under investment.
Operating within the UK public sector, David found this environment very difficult:

I felt I couldn’t be effective… I felt completely impotent; I had no sense of being valued…
I was a buffer between the political leadership and my people. I saw my job as having to
soak up all the difficulty and try not to pass it on; I was being constantly criticised, I was
uncomfortable in my own skin… uncertain of my own abilities and every unclear about my
own sense of self-worth.

Former employees of the Council described this work environment as characterised
by a managerial need for control and ambiguity reduction, with an emphasis on
bureaucratic rules and impersonal and impatient interactions with subordinates. In
turn, these kinds of cultural practices produced a conservatism and risk-aversion;

1In the UK, housing associations are private, not for profit organisations that provide affordable or
low cost social housing. Their genesis follows the Thatcher government’s “Right to Buy” scheme,
whereby allowed tenants to buy their council houses at a discounted price. Councils were prohibited
from investing these proceeds into new housing, which led to a large contraction in the availability
of council housing across the UK. The Housing Acts of 1985 and 1989 attempted to address this
by enabling the transfer of council housing to not for profit housing associations.
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a preoccupation with secrecy, or hiding, and spinning; and a strong deference to
authority:

People used to be in boxes and management was very hierarchical… it was extremely
bureaucratic and you were really restricted in what you could say and do. There were rules
for everything. (Evan, Business Development)

In 2000, and against the backdrop of changes to the UK’s social housing policies,
David led the transfer of the Council’s housing stock to a new organisational entity
(THG) and became its CEO. At the time, this was the UK’s largest voluntary stock
transfer. Following 20 years of under-investment in the local housing stock, THG
began life with many challenges—1290 empty properties; £33 m in outstanding
housing repairs; a deluge of tenant complaints; a toxic organisational culture; and a
very unhappy and ineffective staff.

For David, taking up the position of CEO at the newly formed THGwas daunting:

… I was sort of waiting for people to come in and tell me what to do… it was like, ‘shit,
what do I do now?’ The Council put on a leadership course, with gave me some insights
but then a colleague of mine suggested coaching and it really worked for me… it’s all about
self-awareness… it opened up a whole new way of thinking about management… I was
Bluckert’ed).2

He explained how he started to develop a picture of what THG might look like:

I started to develop a growing sense of the value of coaching and started to develop a picture of
the organisation ‘as coachee’… I started to see coaching principles as amodel for organising.
It starts with listening to the customers. Their journey is our journey. They want clean, safe
and well-managed homes and communities. They do not want anti-social behaviour in their
areas and so the logic is that if we can help solve the various issues experienced by these
families, then we will get the rent… We place a large emphasis on listening to customers.
(CEO, 25th October 2015)

Further,managerswould be encouraged to live coaching principles and for cultivating
coaching practices—not just within their immediate domain of official responsibility,
but across the entire organisation:

People need to feel like they are part of the whole organisation. (David)

Indeed, following his exposure to coaching, David’s own management style seemed
to change dramatically:

In the past, we would say ‘David just issued a JFDI’ and the idea was that if he shouted loud
enough, somebody would do it… it was like, ‘I’m not the problem, you are!’… the assertive
approach to management is there when it’s needed but, unlike in the past, when David is
under a lot of pressure he does not react. Now, he is different - he reflects. The toys don’t
come out of the pram. (Evan, Business Development Manager, 16th March 2016)

In an effort to achieve “critical mass”, each member of the executive team worked
with an external coach and some went on to formally train as executive coaches.

2Peter Bluckert is an executive coach and author of the 2006 book titled “Psychological dimensions
of Executive Coaching”, Open University Press, Oxford.
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Further, team coaching for the senior management team was also put in place. This
early emphasis on, and investment in, coaching was considered to be quite a risky
move and it was not without its dissenters:

We took coaching on when we were very young as an organisation and there were many
sceptics. The investment in coaching was a big bet. It was a risky thing to do - ‘all that
coaching malarkey!’. Some areas of the business still see it as a lot of namby-pamby. (Evan,
Manager March 2016)

While coaching was available to executive/senior and middle-level managers, it was
mostly the more senior people who availed of it in the early years:

When I arrived (in 2006), only the top teamavailed of coaching. Elsewhere in the organisation
coaching was recommended to people with performance problems, and so it had become
stigmatised.Wewent through a long process of trying to communicate that coaching was not
punitive. We would say, ‘look at David - from 2000 until now he has a coach’, and that has
helped to dispel the association. (Jackie, Director of Organisational Transformation, October
2015)

The focus turned to continuous training and, from 2006 onwards, an external coach-
ing consultancy was hired to facilitate this training as part of their broader talent
development agenda. The programmes offered varied from three to five days over a
period of four months and, on completion, each manager was expected to be avail-
able to provide coaching to members of his/her own team or to employees elsewhere
in the organisation. To date, approximately 120 employees across all areas of THG
have participated in these coaching programmes.

After 17 years of promoting and supporting coaching at THG, the senior team
were confident that, while it may not have taken hold in equal measure across the
entire organisation, there was considerable evidence to suggest that THG was a
successful organisation and that coaching had played no small part in enabling such
performance outcomes (see Table 7.1).3

In terms of tracking more granular rates of return on their coaching investments,
David was keenly aware of the difficulties and limitation of such exercises:

The general consensus at board-level was that there was not a huge need for this; coming up
with a rate of return for everything is bloody tedious… it is just so boring, isn’t it? (CEO,
June 27th, 2016)

Nonetheless, the senior team expressed some concerns about the extent to which
coaching was taking hold across the organisation while others, against the backdrop
of recent redundancies4 and rumours of a merger with another housing association,
reinforced the felt need to point to tangible returns on THG’s coaching investments:

3It is perhaps important to note that many employees of THG have given a long number of years
service to the organisation and it was not unusual for us to meet with people who had worked at
THG since its establishment. Thus, a considerable number of THG employees had been socialized
into coaching practices over an extended period of time.
4In 2015, the UK Government imposed a one per cent reduction in social housing rents. This
impacted THG’s revenue model and forced the organisation to introduce a redundancy programme.
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Table 7.1 Performance indicators—THG

Key performance indicator 2000 2017

Property turnaround times 32 days 23.6 days

Outstanding repairs £3 m £0

Customer satisfaction (%) 57 90

Turnover (m) £40 £100

Completion and cost of repairs Data not available Upper quartile

People (employee satisfaction) 52% In Sunday Times top 100 employer
over nine years. Ranked within the
top 20 for seven years running

Source THG reports and documentation

It’s fantastic, it changed my life; but is it of benefit to the business? There is no corporate
requirement to record the benefit. The problem is that when there is a lot of enthusiasm
around coaching, it doesn’t get questioned. People say it’s great, but what has changed?
What does it actually contribute?… What if Sandra or David leave? In the context of a
merger, what would happen to the coaching programme? (Neil, Strategic Organisational
Development Consultant, March 15th, 2016)

The Exposure to, and Experience of, Coaching at THG

There are three main ways in which employees of THG encounter coaching. The
first is through their participation on a coaching programme.5 As noted above, since
2006 THG have provided coaching training, on a voluntary basis, for all managers.
The second is by engaging with a coach (i.e. one-on-one coaching). On completion
of internal coaching training, managers join a list of people who are available to
coach. Any employee in the organisation can register with one of these coaches. The
third way of experiencing coaching at THG is through the daily interactions that
employees have with their managers and co-workers in and around the organisation.

In what follows, we offer four vignettes that are illustrative of what we heard
and saw while undertaking fieldwork in this organisation. In the first two instances,
we introduce Mary and Thomas, both of whom are managers at THG. The third
and fourth vignettes focus on Anne and Kevin, respectively, both of whom are more
junior employees who are in direct customer-facing roles.

5While themajority ofmanagers thatwe spokewithfirst encountered coaching through the internally
provided training programmes; some had undertaken coaching training prior to joining THG (e.g.
Mary in vignette 1).
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Vignette 1: Mary

Prior to joining THG in 2010, Mary worked at two other UK housing associations
and had earned a diploma in coaching. She leads the Customer Service Group and
sits in the middle of a large open plan office that is occupied by a team of people
wearing headphones and working at computers. Although thirty advisors and two
team leaders report to her, she explained that she does not see herself “as managing
thirty-two people”. Rather, she sees her job as “empowering” her two-team leaders
to get on with the job:

You know, if you asked me ten years ago, I would have said management was all about
decision-making… oftentimes in meetings, managers feel compelled to be the ones standing
and in front of the flipchart, but I have come to realise that the other people sitting around
the table should be given the floor. So I sit back and let them be the boss… When trying to
solve a problem it is not always about me being in control. (March 15, 2016)

Mary explained that she started to realise this some years ago when she had an
opportunity to study for a diploma in business coaching and, subsequently, work
with a coach. She recalled her “light bulb moment” when, while managing a project
that relied on a key deliverable from a group of engineers, she started to adopt a
coaching style in her interactions. There were many delays and frustrations with this
project, but rather than engage with the engineers in the combative style to which
she was well accustomed, she decided to change tack:

I arranged to meet the head guy for a coffee - had some small chat with him and then showed
him a drawing - my interpretation of what needed to happen - and explained where we
needed to get to as an organisation and I ask him what he thought and what his views were
on getting everybody to that point. (March 15, 2016)

Shewas very taken by how this different approach influenced project relations and
outcomes. The focus was put on the work and the collective effort that was needed
move forward, rather than personalising the difficulties that had beset the project up
to that point.

Reflecting on her time in her previous employment, she remarked:

There was a focus on coaching at [name of previous employer] but it did not compare to
here - they were very early on in their journey and the leadership team was not as strong as
here… I think the key difference between THG and other places I have worked is that values
and beliefs are lived here. They don’t just talk about being a listening organisation… What
is different here are behaviours. (March 15, 2016)

Mary explained that she has come to appreciate how small things can make a differ-
ence when leading a team:

Good management is about bringing people to a place where they really want to be at work.
(March 15, 2016)

Mary talked about how she makes time to send cards to new people joining the team,
or sometimes buys them small tokens (e.g. notebooks) to welcome them to THG.
She said that when things go wrong the focus is never on blame, but on collectively
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finding solutions—above all, there is an ethos of care throughout THG. She recalled
how busy they all were the previous day—recent staff cuts were really felt, as 48% of
calls went unanswered in the centre. She said that John (a Team Leader) was really
concerned about the performance. Mary seemed to be impressed by the fact that a
very junior employee, whose job it is to simply report the statistics in real time, was
also very anxious about the dip in performance.

She talked about the importance of managers demonstrating that they care about
their people and went into some detail about how the manner in which the senior
team managed the recent redundancies reflected this care. She also recalled a recent
situation that illustrated how oftentimes small, and ostensibly trivial, gestures can
mean a lot—a few weeks previously, inclement weather resulted in a number of the
Customer Service team arriving late to work. Unannounced, and very unexpectedly,
David (CEO) arrived into the office and asked if people were OK or needed to go
home early. She said that his concern for the front line people was “an example of
why [she] work[s] in THG.”

Vignette 2: Thomas

Thomas joined THG in 2008 and, in his current management role, he is responsible
for eight direct reports (three administrators, three Team Leaders, and two technical
liaisons). He still remembers being “stunned rigid by the feel of the place” when he
first arrived, and how it took him quite some time to get used to how THG worked.
In contrast to his previous workplace (“where people are left to fail, where there are
often high consequences associated with failure, and where those who do fail are
typically left hang out to dry”), he explained that, for him, it was “like a breath of
fresh air to come into such an open and honest culture, where it’s ok to say what you
think.”

Prior to joining THG, he had no knowledge of business coaching. During his first
year, he participated on one of the coaching programmes, which he found really
helpful because he “learned a lot about [him] self ”. Some members of the executive
team participated on this programme, and he was particularly impressed by how they
engaged with the other (more junior) participants:

David andSandra are huge rolemodels.On the coaching programme, Sandrawas particularly
good at interacting with people. I have also heard that at senior management team meetings,
they regularly check-in and check-out at beginning and end of the meetings. This is a really
good practice.6

6‘Checking-in’ is a common activity in coaching, whereby a group of people take it in turns to
notice, and share with others, how they are feeling about a particular issue, or in general. The
practice is designed to help bring people’s attention to what’s going on for them and others, to
enable them to ‘arrive’ properly and ‘leave outside the door’ whatever may be a distraction from
being fully present in the meeting.
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Thomas decided to continue to further develop his skills by working with an external
coach and by registering for some additional leadership/coaching training at THG:

My approach to managing has been really shaped by this. The key things are helping people
to work through issues themselves and helping them to see a broader picture… It taught me
to listen more than talk, and for me, this was a big breakthrough.

He talked about how he has been trying to encourage these kinds of practices within
his team. He recounted a situation where one of his team leaders wanted to reprimand
a member of his team for what he considered sub-standard work. Thomas explored
possible ways of handling this situation with him, encouraging him to think through
the longer-term implications of the various potential interventions. After some dis-
cussion, the team leader decided to engage with the junior and help him appreciate
why the work was not up to scratch and to support him as he tried to improve.

Since Thomas has been exposed to a coaching style of engagement, he explained
how he has become a lot more attuned to recognising this style of engagement in
others:

My current stand-in Director is also very coaching oriented - he’s stretching me even more.
My interactions with him feel like coaching, although it’s never explicitly pitched as such.
From David and Sandra right down to the managers, there is a coaching culture and these
practices are really appreciated.

Vignette 3: Anne

Anne joined THG in 2011. Working in a customer advisory role, her daily duties
involve dealing with tenant complaints. She spoke enthusiastically about her work:

I am really passionate about what I do. Everybody seems to see it as mattering. It’s not just
a job. Nobody ever plans to work in housing, but they arrive in here and they end up being
passionate about it. (March 14th, 2016)

Since joining THG, she has had two internal coaches who helped her to cope with
some of the day-to-day issues that she encountered with her work. Moreover, this
experience of coaching helped her recognise the power of a distinctive style of
engagement that she has attempted to incorporate into her own way of interacting
with others:

I picked it up from the coaching sessions. It is all about coming to a solution yourself instead
of being shown a solution; It is about how you interact with colleagues… I try to copy how
people have dealt with me… it is just how we do it around here… People who do not take a
coaching approach stand out a lot more. They come across as being very blunt.

She explained that because the coaching style of engagement can oftentimes be
“very subtle”, it is not always easy to point to tangible examples. She pointed to her
manager, however, as someone who exemplifies this style of engagement:

She gets me to come up with my own solutions. And when she does this, I realise it and
think, ‘hey, you’ve just done that to me again’ [laughs]
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Anne spoke about the confidence that her manager seems to have in her and the trust
that has built up between them over time:

We have conversations about what needs to be done. She stays involved but sometimes she’ll
say ‘sorry, I’m getting too involved in that…’ I feel like she has great confidence in me. She
says, unless it is a really big decision, I should just go ahead myself. If it goes wrong, she
says it’ll be her fault… Trust builds and I feel very comfortable talking to her… She never
rushes and she takes the time to listen. (March 14th, 2016)

Anne also noticed how she has come to incorporate these kinds of practices into her
interactions in her personal life:

I was talking with my friend recently and she accused me of doing therapy on her! [laughs]

Vignette 4: Kevin

Kevin has been with THG for 13 years. Although he has had a number of different
roles during this time, he currently works in customer service, where, similar to
Anne, he handles complaints, inquiries and offers advice to people about housing.
He recalled his first encounter with coaching:

About a year ago, I went for a new job and was not successful. I was really deflated and the
idea of getting a coach came up in one of my performance reviews. I said that it was not
for me, but I have been doing it for over a year now. My manager’s manager is my coach.
(March 14th, 2016)

He described himself as being “predominantly negative” and so for him, coaching
was helpful because it focused on bringing out the positive from situations in which
he found himself:

THG has always been about bringing people on and, oftentimes, coaching and mentoring
melt into one.

He recounted a recent situation where his direct manager helped him to recover from
a setback by helping him to reframe his experience:

Last week I didn’t get a job that I went for, but my manager tried to frame it in a positive
way - I had put myself out there, and that was a positive thing. This opened my eyes to a
different world. He told me that the same thing happened to him in the past and I found
that very helpful to hear; him showing vulnerability has really changed me… It’s not about
giving you something, it is about helping you to recognise what is already there.

He explained how these experiences have shaped his engagements with people out-
side of THG. He is a volunteer at the local unit of an international humanitarian
organisation, and explained how recently he has become involved with the new
recruits:

Informally, I take on the role of coach and mentor for the trainees. It’s about sharing my
experience with them… telling them that I did the same thing that you did; and helping them
to see another way of doing it. I would not have done this in the past. It is about having the
confidence to do it.
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He explained that having had a coach, he is now able to recognise the influence of
coaching in other people’s interactions with him:

They ask how you are doing, whether there are any problems, and coaching always creeps
in. It’s always there - asking how can they help - small things… All the managers seem to
engage in the same way; you see it all the way up.

A Perspective on Management Styles and Performativity
at THG

In this section, we reflect upon the vignettes just outlined and supplement these
with some additional field data, in an attempt to draw out some important insights
about the institutionalisation of these new management practices at THG and their
implications for the affective structuration of workplace relations.

Introducing and Institutionalising the New Style
of Management at THG

It’s all very well to talk about coaching but you don’t really get it unless you experience it.
(Alison, March 15th, 2016)

As noted above, the reconfiguration of management practices at THG began when
David (the CEO) experienced coaching first-hand and then, following a hunch that
these practices may prove helpful to his senior management team, began to promote
coaching more widely. In an effort to appreciate how these new practices started
to spread and become institutionalised at THG, we draw attention to two important
aspects—the provision of effective coaching training for senior (and eventually mid-
level) management, and the role of influential articulators who began to model this
style of management for others in their daily engagements.

Similar to many other organisations, both in the social housing sector and beyond,
THG has been actively trying to introduce a coaching ethos over a number of years.
What is striking about THG, however, is the extent of the understanding and buy-in
at senior levels. Employees explained that they had worked in other organisations
where coaching had one, sometimes two, sponsors; but atNHG, therewaswidespread
support within the top team. David encouraged his senior management team to work
individually and collectively with coaches and to experience it for themselves, and
this created a criticalmass of senior peoplewho continue to champion these practices:

… in other places it is seen as remedial; in THG coaching is like a badge of honour. (Emma,
Strategic Organisational Development Consultant, March 14th 2016)

Following the introduction of coaching at senior management level, training pro-
grammes were introduced for mid-level managers. Importantly, because of the expe-
riential nature of coaching training, participants are able to experience the power of
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the practices first-hand. Training exercises typically require each participant to alter-
nate between being the ‘coach’ (i.e. helping somebody to work through a particular
issue with which they are struggling) and being ‘coachee’ (i.e. receiving help from
another to work through their own particular issue). Actively participating in these
kinds of exercises afforded managers the opportunity to experiment with these ways
of engaging with others and to experience the felt effects of such practices at first-
hand. For example, Patrick (MD of the Building Division) described the importance
of a very positive, and lasting, emotional impact from working with his coach:

How she made me feel as a coachee is what I remember when people come to my door to
discuss some issue or problem.

Managers that had participated on these programmes summarised their experiences
with comments such as: “I really learnt a lot about myself”; that it was the “first time
that [they] felt really developed on a training programme”; and how “life changing”
the whole experience had been for them. One respondent (Jamie, Head of Business
Solutions) explained how after the training he realised the different between “being
a manager who is good at his job, and being a good manager”.

A number of people (both senior and mid-level managers) seemed to stand out as
very influential carriers of these practices. People referred to particular individuals
(e.g. David, Sandra, or their direct managers) as “huge role models” and examples of
individuals who communicate what matters by the ways in which they engage with
others. We have seen, for example, the impact of members of the senior management
team getting involved in the delivery of the coaching training at THG. As they
shared their personal experiences of coaching and their on-going development as
senior managers, they seemed to establish important connections with others across
the organisation.

It is clear that experiencing these practices and styles of managing have helped to
nurture quite a unique work environment at THG. Moreover, the influential power of
these practices extends beyond the immediate manager-subordinate relationship in
two important ways. First, the influence of these practices can be seen in theways that
THG employees reproduce the practices when dealing with tenant complaints and
engaging with tenants in their communities. We experienced employee engagement
with tenants first-hand throughour shadowing activities andwere struck by the coach-
ing styles of engagement that were adopted. Second, in the ways that people begin to
draw on these practices in their private lives. In terms of the latter, we recall Kevin’s
work as a volunteer (vignette 4) or Anne jokingly being accused of “doing therapy”
on her friend (vignette number 3). To this, we add another employee’s account of
finding herself adopting a coaching approach with her husband—“it seeped in with-
out my realising it” and another’s description of how these practices have spilled
over into his private life and how his home life with his partner is benefitting:

[I] hold back on saying things in certain situations - I check myself and bite my tongue and
this reduces conflict… Now I notice more how I am with people… Maybe not making the
changes I should be, but at least I’m noticing anyway! (Noel, Team Leader, March 15th,
2016)
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This is not to say that this coaching style of management has spread evenly across
the organisation. Although, they were in the minority, there were some parts of THG
where these practices did not seem to take hold. The kinds of reasons offered to
explain this included time and resource constraints, the ‘uncoachability’ of some,
or a sense that in some areas there was a lack of understanding about its role and
value.Whatever the reason, and as noted earlier by Anne in vignette 3, the alternative
style(s) of management really seem to stand out by comparison:

I don’t think [my manager] has had any management training. I am pretty much left to get
on with the job. I have an annual performance review but it’s like a school report. I just sign
off on whatever my manager writes. It’s usually hard to get hold of him. I am here today for
a meeting with him but he did not turn up. (Will, Health and Safety, 16th March, 2016)

The Coaching Style of Managing and the Affective
Structuration of Workplace Relations

When I startedworking at THG initially, Iwas stunned rigid by the feel of the place. (Thomas)

When I joined THG in 2015, levels of trust were unbelievable. (Emma)

… there is much more awareness and care here. (Noel)

In this section, we draw out some of the distinctive micro-practices associated with
this coaching style of management at THG and reflect upon their ‘felt’ effects. In
other words, we focus on the role of such practices in the production of specific
kinds of subject positions and the associated affective structuration of workplace
relations—or, how such practices configured people’s disposedness to one another,
and to their work, in distinctive ways. The quotations above bear testament to the
fact that employees noticed a distinctive ‘feel’ to the working environment that had
been fostered at THG. In what follows, we identify four practices—constitutive of a
broader coaching style of management— that contributed to the production of this
‘feel’. These are (i) connecting (ii)presencing, (iii)nurturing, and (iv) committing.
Moreover, we try to be more explicit about identifying the moods—trust, openness,
empathy, solidarity, hope and commitment (i.e. an emotional investment in THG’s
collective project)—that were produced by such practices and constitutive of the
‘feel’ of the working environment.

(i) Connecting

Coaching places a big emphasis on the quality of the contact between coach and
coachee that is produced in any given coaching conversation. Coaches need tomaster
a set of skills for contributing to producing an ‘authentic contact’. One respondent
recounted his experience with his external coach:

I don’t really know her. She has a skill and she opens me up. I am quite emotional. She
relaxes me… its ok to be honest and open. You feel you don’t have to bullshit.
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Noel (Team Leader in Client Services) recounted his experiences of working with
his manager—Mary, (whose testimony is reported in vignette 1 above). He talked
about how she has regular one-to-ones with her people (every 4–6 weeks, or more
informally when necessary); how she “values honest conversations and openness”;
how she typically “challenges [him] to solve problems for [himself ] rather than
telling him what to do”. Others also referred to these kinds of practices when they
talked about their direct managers. Addressing senior managements concerns that
these conversationsmay be too gentle and overly forgiving around performance,Noel
was clear to point out that sometimes, these conversations are “not very comfortable”,
but “they are great for learning”.

Important skills here include deep listening, empathy, a non-judgemental attitude,
and a sense of care for the coachee and their plight.A number of people described how
they felt, as stronger and more authentic connections began to take shape with their
managers and colleagues in THG. One person described these connections as “bonds
of appreciation” (Greg, Assistant Director) that develop between coach/coachee or
manager and teammember over time. Managers who had received coaching training
described how vital this training experience was in giving them the confidence to
engage in qualitatively different kinds of conversations with their teams and their
colleagues. Conversations became more non-directive, developmental (see vignette
1), and managers felt more confident to discuss difficult issues (that they might
previously have avoided) in a more open way:

… rather than keeping my cards to my chest, which was my old way of doing things, I have
become more open, honest and transparent. (Patrick, Director of one of the three companies
in the THG group)

Overall, these ways of connecting seem to produce better quality engagements
and professional relationships between people.

(ii) Presencing—Being present (noticing and supporting)

In coaching, a key aspect of the practice is self-awareness and of understanding what
one’s presence evokes in others:

Our presence contributes to whether we attract and interest others; it also can be a factor in
distancing or putting them off. It is the source of our capacity to influence and equally it can
explain our lack of impact…The individual who has yet to learn how to use different aspects
of self—soft and hard, loud and quiet, strong and mild—is not yet a finely tuned instrument
of change (Bluckert, 2016, p. 1).

In an organisational setting, presencing can be understood as the manner in which
managers make themselves available to their teams. Skilled and effective managers
know what different situations call for, and they draw on appropriate aspects of self
to respond with skill and tact. They know when to be assertive, when to increase
their involvement, but also when to pull back:

She stays involved but sometimes she’ll say ‘sorry, I’m getting too involved in that…’ (Anne,
describing her manager)



150 C. Noonan et al.

An important aspect of effective presencing is noticing. Skilled and effective man-
agers take the time to develop self-awareness and to get to know their people. With
time, they learn how to be present in ways that solicit them to notice and intervene
tactfully, and with generosity, (“she never rushes, she takes the time to listen” Anne);
to know what they are doing and what they are struggling with (“They know the stuff
that’s going on… sometimes I wished they didn’t [laughs]”—Will); and to encourage
them to see that they are not alone and have a supportive team behind them. They
get to know their subordinates and teams as people (adopt a holistic approach) and
irrespective of rank or profile, treat them with respect. They clarify tasks and per-
formance expectations (“are assertive when needs be” Evan) but focus on enabling
people to get on with their work.

(iii) Nurturing—developmental orientation towards the other—building trust and
self -reliance

Coaching practices place great value on developing people and unlocking their poten-
tial and managers who practice a coaching style of managing are always attentive
to each individual’s future potential as well as their current performance. Managers
enter into developmental dialogues with the goal of seeking to challenge and stretch
their people, and remove all interference, in an effort to help them to achieve (“THG
wants people to do well”). To be effective in this regard, it is crucial that managers
develop and perfect certain skills—such as asking good questions (as opposed to
telling subordinates what to do); learning how to mostly listen (as opposed to mostly
talk “I no longer jump in and there is a greater calmness to our interactions”); provid-
ing timely feedback and soliciting feedback from others; developing self-awareness
and the ability to self-regulate their behaviours; giving people permission to find their
own solutions and not blaming them when (good) mistakes are made; developing
their empathy and their ability to genuinely care about the livelihoods of subordinates:

… coaching opened my eyes to stuff. I was blinded to it before. I notice when colleagues
are below par… God, I’m starting to sound all sensitive now. [laughs] (Jamie)

Above all, these managers become very skilled at mobilising collective action and
building relationships by facilitating conversations that matter.

Further, these managers are sensitive to feelings and mood; they strike the right
balance between challenging and supporting, and these practices foster a pronounced
sense of benevolence and care within the organisation (“An ethos that has been devel-
oped here over the years has got us through the difficult times.” (Mary, March 15,
2016)). People seem to have a tangible sense that THGwants them to do well (“THG
has always been about bringing people on”) and employees are made to feel that
the work that they do “matters”. The style of management at THG, and the experi-
ence of coaching, makes people feel valued, supported and part of a collective. One
respondent recounted his experiences of being promotedwithin THG,which required
him to work alongside a very challenging colleague. He felt constantly undermined.
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He told us about how coaching made him feel that he was being supported by the
company—it gave him an:

inner confidence that the company is behind [me]… I was getting extra money in the new job
but the stress and extra responsibility wasn’t worth it. I have a lot to do, and in an environment
where you feel people are against you, it’s really difficult.

Confidence frequently emerged as an important theme for many of the people with
whom we spoke. Managers talked about the important role that coaching played in
helping them to develop the kind of confidence required to do their work—to engage
in particular kinds of conversationswith their subordinates and towork independently
of their managers. For example, Patrick (Director of one of THG’s three companies)
explained how, following his coaching training, hewas very attuned to the importance
of nurturing independence and responsibility:

… our old gaffer used to have us on very tight leads and if we challenged him, he’d shout at
us. [When I became director] I unclipped everybody and told them to go and do your job.

This principle of subsidiarity (recall Anne, vignette 3 “she gets me to come up
with my own solutions”) helps to nurture greater self-confidence and more trustful
relationships as employees are empowered to work through challenges and find
solutions independently, all the while secure in the knowledge that others are there
to support them.

An influential practice in the effort to nurture confidence amongst team members
seems to have been managers’ preparedness to show or admit vulnerability. This was
evident in situations described to us where managers got getting visibly upset when
delivering bad news; were prepared to share past failures or openly admit that they
did not have all the answers, etc. This is of course intimately linked to “presencing”
but what is perhaps most important to appreciate here is what these kinds of ‘doings’
do in THG - they have lasting effects on the people working there—“him showing
vulnerability really changed me” Kevin (vignette 4).

It is clear that experiencing these practices and styles of managing have helped to
nurture quite a unique work environment at THG:

it makes for a better atmosphere around the place and people are more willing to express
their opinions.

Moreover, the influential power of these practices extends beyond the immediate
manager-subordinate relationship in two important ways. First, in the ways that
people begin to draw on these practices in their private lives (as highlighted on
page 17) and second, in the manner in which THG employees routinely handle
tenant complaints and engage with tenants in their communities. We experienced
employee engagement with tenants first-hand through our shadowing activities and
were struck by the coaching styles of engagement that were adopted.

(iv) Committing—building awareness and responsibility for the broader collective
project
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In contrast to coachee development within a conventional coaching relationship
(whereby the emphasis is placed on the individual’s personal project), in an organisa-
tional context there are typically broader issues at stake.Developing self-awareness is
key, but this is situated in the context of the work—it is intimately related to how one
understands one’s place within a broader team/organisational project. Consequently,
wemight understand there being two important foci for the coachingmanager—first,
developing individuals and, second, developing the broader organisational commu-
nity.

In the case of THG, this resulted in people being emotionally invested in, and
committed to, the organisation and to the broader project of developing good social
housing and communities. Employees seem to feel a very strong connection with
THG ‘s mission, and seem very grateful for what they have experienced and con-
tributed through their work there. This was borne out by the testimonies in the above
vignettes, but also by those of others in THG:

I got other job offers while I was here - better money, you know. But working here, it’s not
even about the salary, the holidays, the pension. At THG it’s always been about doing the
right thing for tenants, for communities… the radio station, the education… it’s the right
thing to do. (Jamie)

I love my job, love working with [his manager], love the environment, love the organisation
– I’m a big THG fan. (Noel)

Working for THG was viewed by many as much more than a job—people were
invested in the larger project and an overall mood of commitment was very palpable
around the organisation.

Conclusion

Coaching has changed me personally and professionally over the years and these ideas and
approaches just became part of the day-to-day way of doing stuff around here. (Andrew,
Director, March 15th 2016)

Sometimes you mirror the culture you’re in. It helps me being in this kind of culture… I
have seen the changes in myself as a manager, and as a person. (Noel, Team Leader, March
15th, 2016)

This paper presents rare empirical evidence of sustained attempts to promote the
use of coaching practices as a means of managing and engaging with others in a
medium-sized, UK-based, social-sector organisation. Although there has been much
speculative writing about the potential for the broader incorporation of coaching
skills within organisational life—often with a view to fostering so-called coaching
cultures—there has been a noticeable dearth of in-depth empirical studies in the
area that examine how these ideas might work in practice. As well as addressing
this empirical lacuna, we have also attempted to make a conceptual contribution,
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by synthesising a performative, praxeological approach to understanding coaching
practices and the role that these may play in the enactment of particular kinds of
subjectivities and associated moods.

Our paper, therefore, drew on the empirical and theoretical materials presented,
to offer an account of how a specific set of management practices—which, taken
together, we label a coaching style of management—became institutionalised at THG
over time. Moreover, we also examined what made these practices so distinctive
in terms of their performative effects (what their doing does)—i.e. the kinds of
organisational relationships and associated moods that they produced.

With respect to the institutionalisation of the practices associated with this coach-
ing style of management, the testimony presented points to how the power and
significance of these practices was recognised and understood through their experi-
ential felt affect. It was only after experiencing them at first hand (e.g. the experience
of being listened to by managers or of being trusted by managers to find their own
solutions) that people realised how impactful they were. Thus, we see this affective
power (i.e. related to how one is made to feel, or affectively configured, by a practice)
as a key feature that explains how these practices moved and were institutionalised
at THG. This points to the importance of both the set-piece coaching training pro-
grammes and the active modelling of such practices in the workplace interactions.
Moreover, our analysis emphasises the importance of taking the affective seriously in
theories of cultural persistence and change—modelling practices is not merely about
symbolic acts (as emphasised by literatures on organisational culture that draw on
symbolic anthropology), but about what these acts do to impact and configure people
affectively.

Our analysis pointed to how coaching practices were adapted to work in a broader
management context. Specifically, we named four important practices that were con-
stitutive of a coaching style of management—connecting, presencing, nurturing and
committing—and reflected upon the ways that these were adapted from a one-to-
one coaching (walking alongside) to a broader management (reporting relationship)
context. The different power relations that are at play in these two contexts is a topic
that deserves greater scrutiny.

Further, we suggested that the key to explaining the appeal of these practices is
the kinds of moods that are produced through their doing. Moreover we named some
of the moods that these appeared to produce—trust, openness, empathy, solidarity,
hope, and commitment—which stood in marked contrast to descriptions of the “low
morale” that characterised the organisation in earlier years. This, again, emphasises
the importance of attending to what the doing of particular practices does, in terms
of producing distinctive and consequential kinds of affective social structurations.

We do not wish to suggest that these coaching practices or the coaching style
of management swept all practices before them and that the inherited hierarchical,
detached and distant style of management was completely displaced. Clearly, the
coaching sensibility did not reach all areas of THG and many people still struggle
to experience and appreciate the powerful effects of this other style of management.
We continue to explore these issues.
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Appendix

See Tables 7.2 and 7.3.

Table 7.2 Coaching principles—coaching practices—coaching moods

Principles (cognitive) Practices (embodied) Micro practices Moods

Focus on
non-directive
engagement

Connecting—opening
up a neutral, safe
space; creating a
clearing, in which
understanding can be
produced

Non-judgemental
listening
Empathising
Attending
Caring
Reframing
Noticing
Sensing
Intuiting
Encouraging
Supporting
Acknowledging
Being compassionate
Asking good
questions
Challenging

Trust
Openness
Empathy
Solidarity
Hope
Commitment

Focus on the
performance of the
individual

Presencing—being in
the moment with the
other and knowing
what is needed of
oneself in the situation

Focus on building
self-belief

Nurturing—developing
the other’s confidence;
helping the other to
see how they can
produce change
through their actions

Focus on awareness
and responsibility

Committing—promoting
the development of
self-awareness and
responsibility for the
broader organisational
project
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Table 7.3 Data collection

Pseudonym Position Duration
(min)

Date

Initial project scope meeting

Sandra Deputy executive officer 90 21.10.15

David Group chief executive officer

Interviews

Anne Client services 120 14.03.16

Winston Manager 30 28.09.16

Mary Manager 60 15.03.16

Jackie Director of organisational transformation 60 15.03.16

Evan Manager strategic organisational development 60 16.03.16

Neil Consultant 60 15.03.16

Kevin Client service strategic organisational development 60 14.03.16

Emma Consultant 90 14.03.16

Thomas Manager 75 15.03.16

Ivan Team leader 60 16.03.16

Adeena Services manager 35 28.09.16

Nadia Officer 70 28.09.16

Will Health and safety 60 16.03.16

Noel Team leader 75 6.11.16

Andrew Director 60 15.03.16

Alison Deputy solicitor 45 15.03.17

Alex Project manager 50 13.11.17

Sandra Deputy executive officer 60 13.11.17

Evan Manager 60 13.11.17

Jackie Director of people and risk 60 14.11.17

Patrick MD, building company 90 14.11.17

Maurice Group head of risk and governance 50 14.11.17

Greg Assistant director, people 70 14.11.17

Jamie Head of business solutions 60 15.11.17

David Group chief executive officer 60 15.11.17

Adam Officer 30 14.11.17

Shadowing

Sally Manager 120 16.03.16

Niall Manager 90 16.03.16

Brian Surveyor 90 15.03.16

Feedback session

David and
Sandra

100 27.06.16

Board of
NHG

60 30.09.16
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Chapter 8
Citizens’ Cooperation in the Reuse
of Their Personal Data: The Case of Data
Cooperatives in Healthcare

Joan Rodon Mòdol

Introduction

Over the last few decades, healthcare public agencies, public and private insurers, and
care providers have heavily invested in digital infrastructures to integrate existing data
silos and support the administrative and clinical processes for the delivery of health
services (Aanestad, Grisot, Hanseth, & Vassilakopoulou, 2017). The advent of big
data analytics however, has created new opportunities for the repurposing and reuse
of the data stored in those infrastructures that are socially and economically desirable
(Geissbuhler et al., 2013). Big data analytics is expected to have a transformative
effect on how healthcare is delivered and consumed, on the management of health
services, and on how health research is conducted (Raghupathi &Raghupathi, 2014).
Realizing these outcomes requires the collaboration among stakeholders in the health
data ecosystem (Vayena, Dzenowagis, & Langfeld, 2016) in order to liberate and
share the data beyond the organizational boundaries.

Although these data-sharing agreements have a great potential, several cases have
been controversial, faced serious opposition, and failed to win the public’s trust.
For instance, on May 2017 a leaked letter from the National Data Guardian at the
UK Department of Health revealed that DeepMind, Google’s artificial intelligence
company, obtained the personal medical records of 1.6 million patients on an inap-
propriate legal basis, meaning that the patient record transfer was not for direct care
(Martin, 2017). The Royal Free Hospital Trust in London had shared those patient
records with DeepMind in order to test Streams, a mobile app to help clinicians
manage acute kidney injury that both organizations were working on. Yet it seems
difficult to sustain that the data was shared for direct care since a sizable chunk of
the data being shared belonged to patients who were never treated for kidney injury
(Powles & Hodson, 2017). On July 2017, the Information Commissioner’s Office
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clarified that the Royal Free Hospital failed to comply with the Data Protection Act
when it provided patient details to DeepMind (Hern, 2017). The transfer of data was
made without patients being adequately informed and in the absence of their explicit
consent.

This incident resonates with the logic of surveillance capitalism (Zuboff, 2015)
in which public and private organizations extract and accumulate citizens’ personal
data and control the means of analyzing and deriving value from it, sometimes invis-
ibly. Zuboff further warns that those data-driven organizations become increasingly
disentangled from the data subjects they profess to serve. Overall, surveillance capi-
talism describes a world “in which those who have a right to privacy – individuals –
do not have it while those who should be transparent – corporations and democratic
governments – do” (Balkan, 2017). That is, the rights about the access and reuse of
personal data are unevenly distributed among three main stakeholders: organizations
that collect and store data to deliver healthcare services, organizations that reuse the
data for research and/or commercial purposes, and the subjects of data. In particular,
data subjects have little control over the access of their personal data by third-party
organizations and the appropriation of the value from data reuse.

This chapter advocates for the search of new forms of organizing the sharing and
reuse of personal data that guarantee that data subjects have a say over how their
personal data is reused. One of those forms is data cooperatives (DC). DCs represent
a new logic of cooperation between citizens (the member of the cooperative) who
voluntary pool their personal data and organize to release it to third parties who
will generate value from reusing that data. Members of the DC also have a say in
the type of services developed and analysis done with their data, and keep some
of the value that is created from reusing their data. So DCs is about shared and
collaborative governance of personal data reuse. This chapter studies the working of
DCs by addressing the following research questions: What problems do DCs solve?
How do DCs function?What are the challenges of DCs?. We address these questions
with a revelatory case study (Yin 2009) about MiData.coop, a healthcare DC in
Switzerland. Our findings show howDCs are a newmodel of shared governance that
balances the power relationship between those who consume personal data and the
subjects of that data, and creates new forms of reciprocity between both sides.

In the next section, we present the central concepts, the main theoretical per-
spectives, and propose a framework to study DCs. Next, we introduce our research
setting and overall research approach. Section 4 presents the findings of the case
study. Finally, we discuss the implications of our findings for the literature.
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Conceptual Background

Reusing Personal Health Data

Under the current EU regulation (GDPR, 2016) the notion of personal health data
(PHD) “means any information relating to an identified or identifiable natural person
(‘data subject’)”1 (Art 4 (1)) that relates to “the physical or mental health of a natural
person, including the provision of health care services, which reveal information
about his or her health status” (Art 5 (15)). In the face of the developments of big
data technologies, this definition of PHD is all-encompassing, leaving us to conclude
that apparently non-personal data (e.g., data such as an address that apparently does
not identify an individual) and non-health data (e.g., socio-economic data of an
individual) can be re-identified by assembling disparate sets of data and hence, turn
out to be PHD (Purtova, 2017; Vayena et al., 2016).

We must distinguish two purposes of PHD reuse: primary and secondary. When
the PHD comes into the health system from the citizen or from other sources on
the citizen’s behalf for direct health care delivery, then we speak of ‘primary uses of
data’. These include: (1) clinician-reported data (generated from clinical encounters)
which is stored in hospital, regional and national IT systems; and (2) citizen-reported
data through wearables, smart-sensing and biometric devices (automated data), and
throughmobile apps and socialmedia (volunteered data) that can be stored in a device
owned by the citizen and/or stored by the health service provider. ‘Secondary use of
PHD’ refers to the use of PHD for purposes other than direct care—e.g., research,
quality and safetymeasurement, performancemonitoring, public health, commercial
activities. We use the term PHD reuse to refer to the secondary use of data.2

From an economic perspective (Frischmann, 2005), PHD shares key attributes
with infrastructural resources and that qualifies PHD for special management in
the public interest. PHD satisfies the three criteria of infrastructural resources: non-
rivalrous good, intermediary good and general-purpose input (Frischmann, 2005).
First, PHD is a resource that may be consumed non-rivalrously or partially non-
rivalrously; that is, it can be consumed by multiple users and an unlimited number of
times. Non-rivalrous consumption describes the degree to which the consumption of
a resource affects (or does not affect) the potential of the resource tomeet the demands
of others. It thus reflects the marginal cost of allowing an additional consumer of
the good. Second, PHD is an intermediary good (i.e., a good that is used as input to
produce other goods) that creates social value when used productively downstream
(i.e., PHD is used as an input resource by downstream activities such health research,

1“An identifiable natural person is one who can be identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by
reference to an identifier such as a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier
or to one or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, mental, economic, cultural
or social identity of that natural person” (Article 4 (1)).
2For a taxonomy of data reuse see Custers and Ursic (2016).
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personalizedmedicine,3 other health innovations), particularly in its aggregated form
(e.g., to do predictive analytics at the population level). Third, PHDmay be used as an
input into a wide range of goods and services, including private goods, public goods
and/or non–market goods, many of which cannot be devised during the generation
of the PHD.

Frischmann (2005) claims that it is desirable to manage and sustain an infras-
tructural resource (in our case PHD) based on a non-restrictive open access regime;
that is, the “resource is openly accessible to all within a community regardless of
the entity’s identity or intended use” (p. 921). Doing so can harness a wide range of
innovations (OECD, 2015). In that vein, sharing PHD in order to reuse it is desir-
able because it can be economically and socially beneficial. Achieving those benefits
is contingent on a number of aspects. This paper studies two important particular
aspects: considerations bearing on the nature of the resource, and the way PHD reuse
is organized. With regard to the nature of the resource, the reuse of personal data to
advance research or the management of healthcare services requires huge amounts
of data be linked and jointly analyzed. In particular, the value of PHD lies in its
aggregation (i.e., having access to data from multiple individuals) and linkage4 (i.e.,
combining and interlinking multiple data streams of each individual). The higher the
degree of aggregation and linkage, the greater the value of PHD reuse. Next section
develops the second aspect: the way PHD reuse is organized.

Organizing the Reuse of PHD

The reuse of PHD involves at least threemain groups of actors. First, there are the data
holders who manage and own the infrastructures that store the PHD. Data holders
are also responsible for the security measures to protect the PHD. Second, there are
the data subjects who are the persons on whom PHD is collected, held or processed.
Data subjects sometimes also act as data holders when for instance they collect data
through wearables and store that data in their own devices. Third, there are the data
consumers who are interested in having access to the data and use it as an input for
a variety of purposes.

In the literature we identify three main approaches for organizing PHD reuse (see
Table 8.1 for a summary of the three approaches). Next we compare and present
these approaches based on (1) who is the data holder and the data consumer; (2) who
decides about the rules of access and use (which subsets of PHD can be accessed

3The Council of the EU defines personalized medicine as “a medical model using characterization
of individuals’ phenotypes and genotypes (e.g. molecular profiling, medical imaging, lifestyle data)
for tailoring the right therapeutic strategy for the right person at the right time, and/or to determine
the predisposition to disease and/or to deliver timely and targeted prevention.” (EU 2017). Related
terms that are also used: precision, stratified, or individualized medicine.
4Günther et al. (2017) use the term interconnectivity to refer to “the possibility to synthesize data”
from various data streams. Given the technological connotation of the term interconnectivity we
choose the term linkage.
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Table 8.1 Summary of the three approaches to PHD reuse

Healthcare
system-centric
approach

For-profit data-driven
approach

Individual-centric
approach

Data holder Public agency, health
provider

For-profit data-driven
company

Private business,
public agency, the
same individual (data
subject)

Data consumer Public agency, health
provider, research
institution (usually for
non-commercial
purposes)

For-profit data-driven
company, or other
consumers (mainly for
commercial purposes)

Public agency and
research institution,
for-profit data-driven
company (for
commercial and
non-commercial
purposes)

Control over the rules
of access and use of
PHD

Data holder (implied
consent from data
subjects when reuse
for care purposes)

Data holder (the
consent of data
subjects is neglected
or forced)

Data subject and data
holder (depending on
conditions of the
contract between data
holder and data
subject). Individual
granular consent

Control over the
appropriation of the
outcomes of PHD
reuse

Data holder, data
consumer

Data consumer Data subject and data
consumer (depending
on conditions of the
contract between data
consumer and data
subject)

Aggregation High (depending on
the scale of operations
of the public agency
or health provider)

High (depending on
the scale of operations
of data-driven
company)

Low/Medium
(difficult to mobilize a
critical mass of data
subjects to share their
PHD)

Linkage Medium (limited to
medical data)

Medium (limited to
the personal data that
controls the for-profit
data-driven company)

High (the data subject
is the only one who
has all her/his data and
hence s/he becomes
the integration point)

and reused, who can reuse PHD, under what conditions, and for what purposes); (3)
who controls the appropriation of the outcomes of PHD reuse5; and (4) the degree
of aggregation and linkage of PHD.

We identify a first approach in the context of national healthcare in Australia
(Pearce & Bainbridge, 2014), Canada (Gagnon et al., 2016), Europe (Aanestad et al.,
2017), and US (Shapiro, Mostashari, Hripcsak, Soulakis, & Kuperman, 2011) where

5We distinguish two types of outcomes of PHD reuse: knowledge outcomes (e.g., findings from the
research), and economic outcomes (e.g., generated by data consumers).
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public agencies and health providers have traditionally acted as data holders and data
consumers operating at local, regional, state or national scales. These organizations
independently or collaboratively have built digital infrastructures to gather and store
PHD6 and share it among healthcare professionals to coordinate the provision of care.
Later, the PHD stored in those infrastructures is also used for analytical purposes to
improve themanagement of healthcare at the individual and population levels and for
research purposes (Kostkova et al., 2016). This approach has some limitations. For
instance, as argued in the section above, the boundaries of PHD are not clear since
non-health data can become relevant for health research. Therefore, this approach
seems insufficient because those infrastructures are designed to gather and store
mainly medical data, while other kind of personal data (e.g., genomic, nutrition,
sleep data, socioeconomic) remains under the control of other organizations. Second,
data subjects are considered to have given their consent (implied consent) when the
PHD is shared for the purpose of direct care. Hence, data subjects are not usually
engaged in and aware of the reuse of their PHD. Third, because data curation and
analysis have a significant cost and require skills that are scarce, public agencies have
increasingly outsourced those data services to for-profit data-driven organizations on
a competitive basis. When that happens, a for-profit organization which usually does
not provide a health service has access to the PHD. In short, although public agencies
are supposed to act as reliable trustees of citizens’ PHD, these public-private deals are
claimed to pose a threat to citizens’ privacy, promote private interests and facilitate
the privatization of public services (Aitken et al., 2016; Kostkova et al., 2016).

In the second approach to PHD reuse, the data holder is a for-profit data-driven
company that either provides some (either health or non-health related) direct service
to data subjects (citizens) in exchange of generating and collecting their personal
data7 or gets the data from third-parties (e.g., hospital, pharmacists) that provide
health-related services to the data subjects—what Tanner (2016) calls data brokers.8

Then the samedata holder processes the collected data to enrich, cleanse and consume
it, or bundle and sell it to another data consumer. This approach is problematic in
three main ways. First, this approach exhibits limited linkage as these organizations
extract and have access to a specific subset of the data subjects’ personal data.9

That is, all the personal data of an individual is scattered and fragmented across
multiple data-driven companies. Moreover, since a great deal of the business model
of these companies relies on extraction and analysis of personal data, they have no
interest in sharing it with other data consumers—in fact, quite the opposite since
companies compete for control over personal data (Srnicek, 2016). Accordingly,
in this PHD reuse approach, personal data can turn into a rivalrous, excludable

6Those infrastructures adopt either a centralized (i.e., a single, shared repository for the data) or
a federated (i.e., data is distributed, remaining at their source, and is accessed on demand when
needed) model.
7e.g., 23andMe, FitBit, Microsoft HealthVault, Google, Apple.
8e.g., IQVia, Symphony Health.
9Each data-driven organization extracts and controls PHD around the service it provides, but does
not have access to other subsets of PHD tied to services provided by other data-driven organizations.
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resource. Once a data-driven organization has control over a personal data set, it
has the power to exclude other data-driven organizations from using that data set.
Hence, different data-driven organizations do not have the same freedom to access
vis-à-vis the data set. This restrictive access regime undermines the potential of PHD
reuse. Second, data extraction is characterized by the absence of reciprocity between
data consumers and data subjects (Zuboff, 2015). Data holders and data consumers
treat data subjects as passive agents whose consent is either neglected or forced
with no opt-out clauses, and who do not benefit from the outcomes of reusing their
personal data (Tanner, 2016). Third, certain uses of big data technologies are subject
to negative externalities, for instance, to re-identify anonymized data of individuals
thereby eroding their privacy, to link unrelated data from different subjects and know
more about a subject for which data was not directly gathered (Tanner, 2017). These
negative externalities undermine data subjects’ trust in those for-profit data-driven
companies. Although these negative externalities can also be present in the healthcare
system-centric approach, we consider that it becomes more relevant in the for-profit
data-driven approach because the business model of these companies is built around
the exploitation of personal data.

Overall, in these two PHD reuse approaches, the allocation of power to decide
who has access to the PHD and who can appropriate the outcomes of PHD reuse is
asymmetric. Data subjects have little control over the access to their PHD by down-
stream activities (e.g., research, innovation in new services), and the appropriation
of the outcomes of those activities is unbalanced in favor of data consumers rather
than data subjects. Therefore, a way to counteract these asymmetries would be to
give data subjects greater control over their PHD. Against this backdrop, and aiming
to protect citizens’ privacy and hence, break the power imbalance between citizens
(as data subjects) on the one hand and data holders and consumers on the other hand,
the EU General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR, 2016), which comes into force
in May 2018, provides citizens with certain rights:

• Right to access one’s own personal data (Article 15).
• Right to data portability/to transfer one’s data from one data holder to another. The
“data subject shall have the right to receive the personal data concerning him or
her, which he or she has provided to a controller, in a structured, commonly-used
and machine-readable format and have the right to transmit those data to another
controller without hindrance from the controller to which the personal data have
been provided.” (Article 20).

• Right to be forgotten, that is, to have one’s data erased (Article 17).
• Right to be informed/transparency. Data holders have to provide some information
in a concise, transparent, intelligible and easily accessible form, using clear and
plain language (Article 13 and 14).

• Right to consent. Consent “should be given by a clear affirmative act establishing
a freely given, specific, informed and unambiguous consent indication of the data
subject’s agreement to processing of personal data relating to him or her, such as by
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a written statement, including by electronic means, or an oral statement” (Recital
32). Silence or inactivity (e.g., a pre-ticketed check box in a form) cannot be
considered as consent. Data subjects can alwayswithdraw their consent (Article 7).

A first straight implementation of this EU regulation leads to an approach to
PHD reuse in which citizens themselves have a say over the reuse of their PHD on
an individual basis10 (Abiteboul, André, & Kaplan, 2015; Haug, 2017; Simonite,
2014). This approach adopts a “you are on your own” scheme based on individual
rights with individual control and management over PHD. In this approach, PHD
reuse relies on a granular individual consent of data subjects. We distinguish two
different architectures of this individual-centric approach (Sjöberg et al., 2017). A
first architecture focuses on storage, meaning that all the personal data of a subject
is centralized in a single repository. In the second architecture, the data subject’s
personal data remains scattered in different sources which are federated; the system
then manages the flows of personal data between those scattered sources and the data
consumers. Although this individual-centric approach enables data subjects to take
back control over their PHDby turning them into integration points, and increase their
awareness, we consider it has two major constraints. First, it seems a daunting task
to manage and exercise those rights on an individual basis; for instance, an average
person may be unable to understand the content of consent forms, which are often
designed to shield organizations from liability instead of truly informing individuals,
or to comprehend the terms and implications of data reuse. Second, dispersion of
individuals using diverse technological solutions to store their PHD sometimes using
different meta-data makes it complex and expensive for data consumers to reach
and mobilize a sufficient amount of individual data subjects to release their PHD.
Therefore, the individual-centric approach to PHD reuse undermines the quality of
data available for data consumers. In short, the individual-centric approach addresses
the problem of the asymmetric power relationship between data consumers and data
subjects by giving the latter more control over their data—i.e., the data subject is
the major locus of control for disclosing personal data. Yet, the individual-centric
approach to PHD reuse can be worthless for data consumers and research in general
due to the complexity of mobilizing a critical mass of individuals to share their PHD
(limited aggregation).

To sum up, the first two approaches to PHD reuse are governed in a centralized
form, and structure the role of data subjects as highly passive. This happens as the
control over data subjects’ PHD and the means of collecting, analyzing and deriving
value from it are in the hands of organizations that are not always accountable to
the data subjects and whose objectives sometimes clash with the interests of data
subjects.Moreover, when PHD reuse is governed by for-profit data-driven companies
it is likely that other organizations will be excluded, and that in turn, will limit the
potential of downstream activities using that PHD—because of the limited linkage.
On the other hand, when PHD reuse is controlled in a decentralized form by the

10e.g., Digi.me (www.digi.me), Blue Button (bluebuttonconnector.healthit.gov), Datacoup (www.
datacoup.com), CitizenMe (www.citizenme.com), Meeco (www.meeco.me), and Dime (www.data
isme.com).

http://www.digi.me
http://www.datacoup.com
http://www.citizenme.com
http://www.meeco.me
http://www.dataisme.com
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same data subjects on an individual basis (individual-centric approach), what is put
at risk is the reliability of PHD reuse due to the limited aggregation and hence the
value of the downstream activities using the PHD. Therefore, the challenge is how
to guarantee that data subjects have a real say over how their PHD is reused while
at the same time ensuring high aggregation (that is to say, that data consumers see
value in reusing that PHD as an input to other activities). An emergent approach of
PHD reuse that addresses this challenge is that of data cooperatives (Evans, 2017;
Hafen, Kossmann, & Brand, 2014; Vayena & Gasser, 2016).

Data Cooperatives

The International Co-operative Alliance defines a cooperative as “an autonomous
association of persons united voluntarily tomeet their common economic, social, and
cultural needs and aspirations through a jointly owned and democratically-controlled
enterprise” (ICA, 2017).According to the ICA (2017) cooperatives operate according
to seven principles: voluntary and open membership; democratic member control;
members’ economic participation; autonomy and independence; education, training
and information; cooperation among cooperatives; and concern for community.

Data cooperatives (DCs) have emerged alongside the platform cooperativism
movement (Scholz & Schneider, 2016) in response to private, for-profit digital
platforms with the pretext of providing services at no cost to users, they have
unrestricted access and monetize those same users’ personal data (Srnicek, 2016).11

Platform cooperativism sustains that “the digital ‘means of production’, the platform,
should be owned by, governed by and should enrich the participating value creators”
(PlatformCoop, 2017). In that respect, DCs emerge to “rebalance the relationship
between those that create data and those that seek to exploit it whilst also creating the
environment for fair and consensual exchange” (DataCoop, 2017). This is expected
to empower data subjects by engaging them in decisions about the reuse of their
personal data, and at the same time to diminish the power of exclusion by for-profit
data consumers of the data against other data consumers.

Accordingly, we define an DC as a digital platform centered on data subjects who
pool their PHD, designed for secondary use of their PHD, and sustained by coop-
erative governance. As a digital platform (Parker, Van Alstyne, & Choudary, 2016;
Srnicek, 2016), an DC enables two or more groups (or sides) of users to interact: at
least, data subjects who populate the DC with personal data on the one hand, and
data consumers who offer services for data subjects and generate funds on the other
hand. Moreover, DCs rely on network effects—e.g., the more data subjects pool their
personal data in the DC, the more attractive the DC becomes for data consumers. Lit-
erature suggests that the study of the working of digital platform ecosystems requires
bearing in mind two mutually reinforcing elements, the technological architecture

11Of course this paper does not presuppose that all for-profit digital platforms are extractive.
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and governance: “the architecture of a platform is inseparable from how it ought to
be governed” (Tiwana, 2014, p. xv).

Architecture refers to the description of the technical components, their function
(i.e., what they do), and how they are arranged and interact to provide the overall
functionality of the DC (Tiwana, 2014). The architecture of a DC is not a clone of the
architecture of infrastructures under the healthcare system-centric, for-profit data-
driven, or citizen-centric approaches. It entails differences in the design of at least,
four core groups of functionalities: capture (ingest), storage, management & access,
and analysis.Hafen et al. (2014) suggest that to support these functionalitiesDCshave
three central architectural components. First, a ‘core database’ that allows to capture
and integrate data frommultiple sources, store it in different formats, and manage its
access. Second, an “app store to provide applications and visualizations for citizens
of their data” (p. 3). To integrate and visualize data from different sources, each
record is associated with an app that defines the structure, visualization and mapping
of data items. Third, big data analytics components to carry large-scale analytics on
all the data stored in the database.

Governance broadly refers to the set of rules, structures and mechanisms that
drive how the authority and responsibility for DC decisions are divided between the
different sides (Tiwana, 2014). Considering that we study the governance of DCs (as
an approach to personal data reuse), we focus on the following decisions: who can
reuse data, under what conditions, and for what purposes, and who can appropriate
the outcomes of reuse. Moreover, since the governance of DCs involves the coop-
eration of their members, we draw upon ideas from commons literature (Benkler,
2003; Frischmann, Madison, & Strandburg, 2014; Hess &Ostrom, 2007). Commons
broadly refers to “a particular type of institutional arrangement for governing the use
and disposition of resources. Their salient characteristic, which defines them in con-
tradistinction to property, is that no single person has exclusive control over the use
and disposition of any particular resource. Instead, resources governed by commons
may be used or disposed of by anyone among some (more or less well defined)
number of persons, under rules that may range from ‘anything goes’ to quite crisply
articulated formal rules that are effectively enforced.” (Benkler, 2003; p. 6). The hall-
mark of commons is “freedom-to-operate under symmetric constraints, available to
an open, or undefined, class of users” (Benkler, 2014; p. 71).

Hess and Ostrom (2007) point out that “self-organized commons require strong
collective-action and self-governing mechanisms, as well as high degree of social
capital on the part of stakeholders” (p. 5). Collective-action means that the function-
ing of the commons demands the voluntary participation of all its members to achieve
a shared goal. Self-governance means that the collective action requires knowledge
and will of members and at the same time a consistent institutional arrangement.
Finally, social capital refers to the existence of norms of reciprocity between the
members of the commons. Frischmann et al. (2014) propose a framework to study
the institutional details and the governance mechanisms of knowledge commons that
involves a set of interlinked components such as a resource or set of resources, the
community of actors that produces and shares the set of resources, the structures and
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rules that govern the community interactions, and the outcomes resulting from those
interactions that feedback to the resource.

To study the functioning ofDCswe propose to focus on the interplay among archi-
tecture, governance structures (institutional setting, legal structures, mechanisms),
and the rules and norms that regulate the interactions between members of the DC.

Research Method

We conducted a revelatory case study (Yin, 2009) about MiData.coop, a DC in
Switzerland. Yin recommends this type of case study when it involves a novel situa-
tion and there are no theories to explain the phenomenon under research; hence our
decision to adopt it for studying an DC such as MiData.coop. We briefly overview
the research site before describing the data collection and analysis in the following
section.

Site

The Data and Health12 association was founded on July 2012 to analyze and discuss
the scientific, ethical, societal, legal and political aspects of the use of personal health
data for personal health and medical research in Switzerland, and at promoting the
creation of a SwissHealthData repository, which ended up as theMiData cooperative
(MiData.coop) in 2015. MiData was founded as a cooperative because it allowed the
value of exploiting PHD to be returned to data subjects and the community. As
Ernst Hafen13 notes, “This asset [PHD] should be back to society and that’s why
we came up with a cooperative model” [AVSrc6]. Moreover, Switzerland has a high
penetration of cooperatives in terms of membership and employment14 relative to
the overall population (UN-Coops, 2014). Cooperative legislation can be found in
specific chapters of The Civil Code.

MiData cooperative’s mission is to enable “citizens to securely store, manage and
control access to their health-related personal data by helping them to establish and
own national/regional not-for-profit MIDATA cooperatives” (MiData.coop, 2017).
MiData cooperative provides a citizen-centered data storage system with the idea
of bringing PHD into one location and giving back the control of PHD to data
subjects: “If users have a copy of their data, they will have the power. If this space
is not occupied as a commons it will be privatized” [AVSrc6]. In that respect, on

12http://www.datenundgesundheit.ch/?lang=en.
13Ernst Hafen is the co-founder and president of the Board of MiData.coop, co-founder of the Data
and Health association.
14Cooperatives are the largest private employer in Switzerland. Particularly, the two largest con-
sumer co-operatives (Migros and Coop) are responsible for 8% of Switzerland’s GDP (ICA, 2017).

http://www.datenundgesundheit.ch/?lang=en
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the one hand, MiData promotes the digital self-determination15 of the population by
enabling citizens to use their PHD as self-determining agents and according to their
wishes, in particular to support research purposes. On the other hand, MiData also
promotes the collective interests of citizens and it enables the utilization of PHD as
a common resource: “MiData’s move is essentially to build the commons. Not only
do we aggregate our data together but the for-profit companies licensing our data
will be forced to return the product of their studies into the commons” [AVSrc6].
In short, MiData is about data subjects (users of MiData) taking control over their
personal data and using it for their own benefit and for the benefit of the community
and society as a whole.

Data Collection and Analysis

We collected qualitative data over 5 months: April–September 2017. We gathered
these data from several sources (seeAppendix 1): semi-structured interviews, internal
documents, research articles about MiData (Hafen et al., 2014; Riso et al., 2017),
videos, podcasts, and tweets.We used Twitter to obtain and analyze the events around
MiData.coop. We followed the accounts of Midata.coop (@midata_coop) and some
of its management (e.g., @ehafen, @SBignens, @UlrichGenick, @golliez), and
searched for all the tweets that refer to those accounts. We studied MiData.coop
covering the period 2014–September 2017.

We started analyzing all the data gathered and organized it chronologically. Next,
we analyzed the data using the three elements of our framework: governance struc-
tures, rules and norms, and architecture. In order to identify and code each element
in the data we used the operationalization presented in Table 8.2. The fact that we
had started with a chronological analysis of events was useful at this stage of the
analysis as it helped us understand the evolution of the governance structures, rules
and architecture, and the challenges ahead (which are outlined in the discussion).
Finally, we structured a narrative of the research findings around the elements in
Table 8.2.

Research Findings

Overview of the DC

MiData involves several sides or types of roles (see Fig. 8.1). First, there are the
account holders. MiData is available (open) to individuals domiciled in Switzerland
who wish to become account holders. Registration and use of the platform is free of

15Digital self-determination broadly refers to the ability to shape who we are and protect our own
identity (by for instance, controlling our personal data) in the digital world.
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Table 8.2 Operationalization of the elements of the DC

General overview of the DC

• Who are the data holders, data subjects and data consumers of the DC?
• Who can become a data subject and data consumer of the DC? How (process, cost, etc.)?
• What is the core resource of the DC?
• Who can access and use the PHD? Under what conditions?
• Who are the developers of the DC?
• Who can contribute to the code/software?
• What are the data, service and financial flows of the DC?
• How do those flows interact?

Governance structures

• What structures has the DC in place?
• What is the role of each structure? What is being decided at each structure?
• Who is involved in each structure and in those decisions? (Who are the decision-makers and
how they are selected?)

• What is the legal form of DC? What legal structures govern the DC?

Governance—rules and norms

• What are the membership rules? Does the DC have any code of conduct for data consumers,
data subjects, developers?

• Does the DC have any mechanism of dispute/conflict resolution?
• What are the sanctions for rule violation?
• What is the relationship between developers and workers, developers and user subjects,
developers and data consumers?

• What legal rules apply to what and informal norms govern the DC?
• How do non-members interact with the DC?

Architecture—functionalities

• How is PHD captured (ingested)?
• How is PHD stored? How are the databases of the DC structured? Where is PHD stored?
• How is PHD managed (authorization, access, and consent)? At what level is PHD managed?
• How is PHD analyzed?
• Which architectural components reflect/embed the governance structures, rules and norms?

Architecture—security

• How are PHD and other resources secured/protected?
• How is PHD anonymized?
• How is the privacy of citizens guaranteed?

Architecture—interfaces

• How does the DC interact with external (3rd-party) applications?
• Which APIs have been implemented? How have they evolved? Which APIs are planned in the
future?

• Which data analytical technologies are used?
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Fig. 8.1 MiData’s flows (Source MiData)

charge for account holders. If an account holder wants to become a member, he/she
has to subscribe for and buy one share certificate with a nominal value of CHF 40.
Second, there is the MiData cooperative that gathers personal data from account
holders and provides them with services developed on the platform (for instance
tools for analyzing, visualizing and interpreting personal data). The cooperative acts
as fiduciary of its members’ PHD. Third, there are the data consumers (e.g., research
organizations, healthcare providers) who receive the personal data fromMiData once
it gets the explicit consent from account holders. Moreover, the MiData cooperative
decides whether a data consumer has to pay for the PHD, and whether that data
consumer has to give back the results from reusing that PHD; accordingly, those
results can then be given back to the community (for example in the form of new
knowledge).

Another side is those who develop the core and interfaces of the platform. A team
led by Donald Kossmann (from ETH Zurich Systems Group) started the design of
the architecture and the basic development of the MiData platform in 2014. Later in
2015, a team led by Serge Bignens (from the Bern University of Applied Sciences)
carried out a functional development and a GUI redesign. The first pilot project on
the MiData platform started on May 2016. From then and until June 2017, MiData
piloted over 14 uses cases (e.g.,mobility and outcomemeasure after bariatric surgery;
tests for the capabilities of multiple sclerosis patients; drug rehab program; recovery
between chemotherapies; physiotherapy exercise monitoring; hypertension preva-
lence in low income countries; secure communication between patient and physician;
citizen science for base line measure of personal glycemic Index; self-monitoring of
lungs function for COPD Patient; or pain self-monitoring). MiData has gone live in
the third quarter of 2017. The development of those use cases involved third-party
developers who are part of the data consumers. A third-party developer needs an
account at MiData in order to register new plugins or mobile apps and manage them
[WSrc14].
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The core resource of MiData.coop is the personal data of account holders. Since
all citizens have personal data (e.g., we all have the same amount of genomic data),
they all can contribute equitably to the commons. Personal data of an account holder
is accessible to anyone to whom the account holder grants access. Account holders
decide individually about sharing their PHD (or specific subsets of their PHD) with
other account holders,MiData, or third parties (for scientific research or personalized
services). Therefore, the access to an account holder’s PHD requires the explicit and
informed consent of the latter [WSrc12].

Another important resource of the platform is its code. The code is open-source
software and is available at open-source platform GitHub.16 The reasons for being
open-source are transparency and replicability. On the one hand, people need to trust
the software, so there is a need to be transparent about how it works. On the other
hand, open-source also enables growth and replicability of MiData. MiData aims to
foster the development of an ecosystem in which third parties can offer data-based
services to account holders, and open-source is expected to help this ecosystem
grow—i.e., to help 3rd-parties develop apps for MiData. Growth can also come
from the replication of MiData in other national contexts. This relates to another of
MiData’s objectives that is to support cooperatives of equal purpose and to form a
federation of cooperatives.17 For this purpose, the code is released open-source and
licensed for-free to other DCs having the samemission. The corresponding license is
not exclusive, non-transferable and revocable at any time. Any interference with the
source code of the platform, any decompilation and/or modification of the software
as well as any commercial use is forbidden [WSrc13].

Governance

Structures

MiData structure comprises four governing bodies [WSrc11]: General Assembly,
Board of Directors, the Data Ethics Review Board, and the Auditors. The General
Assembly is the supreme body of the Cooperative, and has the legal powers to:
determine and change the articles of association; elect and release the members
of the Board of Directors and Auditors; approve annual financial statements and
associated management reports, and to pass resolutions on the use of the net profit;
grant discharge to the members of the Board of Directors; decide the dissolution or
merger of the cooperative; and decide about the appeal of expelled members. Every
member has one vote in the General Assembly.

16The prototype source course is available at https://github.com/amarfurt/hdc, https://github.com/i
4mi/midata.js, https://github.com/SebastianHaag/midata.coop.
17In 2017MiDatawasworkingwith partners inGermany (Charité andBerlin Institute ofHealth), the
Netherlands (Medical Delta, TNO) and in collaboration with INDEPTH-Network.org in Ethiopia
and Vietnam.

https://github.com/amarfurt/hdc
https://github.com/i4mi/midata.js
https://github.com/SebastianHaag/midata.coop
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The Board of Directors has the following powers: supervision of management (in
particular regarding its compliance with laws, the articles of association and relevant
regulations) and leadership of the Cooperative; determination of the organization of
the Cooperative; determination regarding the conditions of value creation by sec-
ondary use of the data of the account holders; exclusion of members and update of
the member register; and resolution on recommendations by the Data Ethics Review
Board.

Finally, the Data Ethics Review Board has two main functions: (1) to review
the ethical quality of the services (e.g., 3rd-party apps) and research projects and
make recommendations to the Board of Directors based on this review; (2) to review
the ethical quality of the consent agreement template documents associated with
the services and research projects and to make recommendations to the Board of
Directors based on this review. Resolutions of the Data Ethics Review Board have
to be passed by an absolute majority.

Rules and Norms

Account holders can export their PHD from MiData in a documented data format,
delete all their PHD from MiData, and delete their account [WSrc12]. In order to
avoid individual financial incentives, MiData does not provide services that allow
account holders to individually sell access to their PHD to third parties and indi-
viduals discounts based on the account holders’ data sharing behavior are forbidden
[WSrc11].

MIDATA pursues a not-for-profit business model that neither provides financial
incentives for data sharing nor pays dividends to itsmembers. “Those companieswho
do seekout the information held byMiData cooperativewill serve as the cooperative’s
source of funding, paying a fee to use the data in their research. Revenues collected
will be used to pay for administrative overhead, and any leftover profits will be
invested under the guiding hand of the cooperative’s General Assembly made up of
its members” [AVSrc6]. According to MiData’s bylaws, the profits from the “sale”
of the PHD cannot be redistributed to the stakeholders in the form of dividend but
“revenues will be reinvested into services on the platform and into research projects
for the benefit of society” (MiData.coop, 2017). Accordingly, the benefit is achieved
for the collective.

Regarding the legal rules, MiData and its users18 are subject to the Swiss Data
ProtectionAct.Moreover, the Data andHealth association [WSrc1]19 has beenwork-
ing to include the ‘right to a copy’ (which refers to “each person having the right to
receive a digital copy of their personal data in an adequate form… The person itself
can decide about any further user of his/her data (secondary use)”) as a constitutional
right in Switzerland. Accordingly, the ‘right to a copy’ is not about the government
protecting user personal data but about giving the individuals freedom to access their

18User must comply with the Swiss Data Protection Act with regard to data from other users.
19Newsletter #5, February 2 2017.
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personal data, give it to a cooperative such as MiData that provides an ecosystem
to use that data, and become a member and participate of the governance of that
cooperative.

Architecture

The design and management of the platform followed four principles. First, trans-
parency in the sense that the core and the apps for visualization and analysis are
open-source. Second, portability as the components of the platform are distributed
under a public license making the platform easy to clone (https://libraries.io/github/
amarfurt/hdc). Third, anyone can contribute with new apps and visualization tools.
Fourth, the platform runs in the cloud and the maintenance and operation of the
hardware platform is outsourced. As Donald Kossmann notes, “it only makes sense
to operate in the cloud because the data volumes are just too big… [particularly] if
you have genome data” [AVSrc7].

The general architecture of MiData platform (see Fig. 8.2) separates the core
of the platform comprising the functionalities of storage, access and consent man-
agement from the periphery where there are the applications. Data is generated in
and captured from mobile apps (e.g., EVOLI, MIWADO 2.0, GlucoMan, MIMOTI,
eMMA), the patient and health professional portal, and external data servers (e.g.
EHR of a provider). Mobile and external apps interact withMiData through a version
of the FHIR API20 and/or theMIDATAAPI. Developers can also create plug-ins that
run in the browser and have read and write access to a set of records.

With regard to storage,MiData uses a flat database based on records of any kind of
data.21 The core of the system understands very little about the semantics of the data;
the data is managed with very few meta-data (e.g., timestamp, app that generated
the record, version of that app, user, and some other technical information). Initially
designers considered adopting standards such as HL722 as a format for the data to
be stored at MiData. Yet finally they decided to accept any data format (with some
minimal meta-data) and let users and app developers decide which data they want to
support. The core of the system provides an API so 3rd-parties can create new data
source plug-ins. The idea is that the core handles the data storage and access controls,
while applications run on top of the core to interpret the semantics of data (e.g.,
MIMOTI to assist patients after bariatric surgery, EVOLI to follow-up patients with

20FHIRAPI stands for Fast Healthcare Interoperability Resources API and is anAPI for exchanging
electronic Health records. https://test.midata.coop/fhir.
21This includesmany data types—for instance, the data types used in the use cases are: steps, weight,
well-being, diary notes, cognition tests, hand-eye coordination, blood lab results, glycemic index,
patient/physician communication, anxiety level, craving scale, therapies, lungs functions, glucose
level, stress level, electro dermal activity, citizen self-reported drug consumption, genome genotyp-
ing, sensory perception, food intake, nutrition, metabolomics, sleep behavior and electrophysiology,
and patient feedback.
22Health Level Seven International.

https://libraries.io/github/amarfurt/hdc
https://test.midata.coop/fhir
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Fig. 8.2 Overall architecture (Source MiData)

leukemia, MIWADO to enable and record the patient-physician communication).
MiData management expects that by having a flat database that aggregates all sorts
of data streams and letting the applications interpret those data, they can build an app
marketplace where new applications (services) that combine different data streams
are developed. As Hafen notes, “What you will generate here is an entirely new
economy because you will now have start-ups that can develop apps that integrate
your shopping data with your genome and your fitness data… So you create new
data services on this personal data platform” [AVSrc6].

MiData platform also has a consent management functionality for the secondary
use of PHD, and functionalities to anonymize, aggregate and export for data anal-
ysis (see Fig. 8.2). Data is displayed through viewers specific for each data type.
Dashboards are made available with faceted views about for instance news, data,
coaching, running studies.

With regard to data security (see Fig. 8.3), records are stored without any refer-
ences to the data subject (i.e., the data that is stored has a minimum identification
of the data subject) and are encrypted. Those record encryption keys are stored in
access permission sets (another database) accessible only to account holders who
in turn, can share their access permissions sets with third parties. Therefore, no one
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Fig. 8.3 Data storage and security (Source MiData)

can access and decrypt an account holder’s PHD unless explicitly authorized by the
account holder to do so. PHD is shared with third parties in an anonymized form.23

Discussion

The Functioning and Challenges of DCs

This paper empirically showshow inDCsdata subjects pool their PHDandparticipate
in decisions about the reuse of their PHD. In line with digital platforms literature
(Tiwana 2014), we have shown that the functioning of DCs can be understood by
looking at the interplay between architecture and governance (See Table 8.3). For
instance, the capture and storage functionalities linked to the set of APIs that support
the connection of 3rd-party apps, the centralized flat database that accepts many
types and streams of data, the ‘right to copy’ that gives data subjects freedom to
access their personal data, and the Board of Directors of MiData that determines the
conditions of value creation of data consumers. Together, these elements support the
aggregation of personal data frommultiple subjects, and the linkage of different data

23Anonymized form refers to data that cannot without disproportionate effort, be traced to specific
person [WSrc11].
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Table 8.3 Case observations

Data
cooperatives

MiData findings

Control over the
rules of access
and use of PHD

Data subjects
(either on an
individual basis
or through some
sort of
community
structure)

• Data subjects when data sharing takes place on an
individual basis; that is, each account holder gives
individual consent to other account, health
professionals, friends, relatives, etc.

• When data is shared with and reused by research
projects first the Board of Directors determines the
conditions of value creation, second the Ethics Data
Review which reviews the quality of research projects,
and finally data subjects give their consent

Control over the
appropriation of
the outcomes of
PHD reuse

Data subjects
who are
members of the
cooperative (at a
collective level)

• Partly at the Board of Directors when determines the
conditions of value creation of data reuse, and at the
General Assembly where each member has one vote to
decides about the allocation of economic surplus
(generated in research projects)

• In the case of the citizen science initiative, there are new
forms of reciprocity between data consumers and data
subjects (account holders)

Aggregation High/Medium
(depending on
the scale of
operations of the
cooperative)

• FHIR API and MIDATA API to boost an app ecosystem
(apps use MiData as a repository)

• Flat database
• ‘right to copy’
• Open-source software (to enable growth through
replicability)

• Federation of MiData cooperatives

Linkage High/Medium • FHIR API and MIDATA API (the data subject being the
integration point)

• Flat database
• ‘right to copy’

streams (e.g., genome data, with physical activity, with medical records) of those
data subjects.

Until now it seems MiData has been able to attract a critical mass of users on
both sides (account holders on the one hand, and researchers on the other hand) and
facilitate their interactions (Parker et al., 2016). This has happened by prioritizing
applications for direct benefit of both groups of users. As Hafen notes, “the way
we started is with specific applications targeted for people that give patients a direct
benefit” [AVSrc6]. This is reflected in the 14 uses cases that have being piloted, in
which MiData has been able to persuade healthcare providers and research organi-
zations in order to develop applications that lead their patients to become account
holders of MiData. With each new application, a new user community has enrolled
MiData. Another example is the ‘citizen science’ initiative that provided a fun space
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for user engagement. As Ulrich Genick24 notes, “One of the citizen science projects
in which we are trying to use MiData is a project on the relationship between your
genetics and your sensory perception. The idea is to get people involved in a fun
way, so the data they have of themselves can be used in science and can really lead
to new discoveries.” [AVSrc6].

On the other hand, as noted in the case analysis, the design and operation of
MiData has the following characteristics reflected in the governance structures and
the architecture: transparency, participation, openness, and modularity. Although
these characteristics are expected to encourage growth and scalability of MiData
(Parker et al., 2016; Tiwana, 2014), they also pose some challenges that will require
extending the existing governance structures, rules and architecture.

A first challenge refers to the tension between aggregation and linkage related to
the choice of a flat database. The fact that MiData has a flat database avoids MiData
designers having to work much on the semantics of data. Rather, it is the applications
that store and retrieve the data the ones that define and interpret its format and mean-
ing. In other words,MiData management opted for a design strategy in which there is
a small commonmetadata at the core while allowing a wide variety of metadata at the
user communities (Ure et al., 2009). This strategy accommodates the preferences of
user communities and the speed of change thus favoring the aggregation of personal
data. Yet, it also creates a situation in which the same data type has multiple formats
(e.g., different apps can code blood pressure differently) and this limits the degree
of linkage of PHD and hence future reuses of that data.

Another challenge refers to the interoperability across MiData cooperatives.
MiData does not pretend to be a global aggregator rather it operates at the regional
or national level. Geographical expansion will come through a federation of those
regional/national cooperatives thatwill have a common technical infrastructure spon-
sored by MiData Switzerland. The idea then is that those regional/national cooper-
atives are going be interconnected and that will enable them to reach global issues
(e.g., global research projects): “The MIDATA model enables the construction of
regional/national cooperatives which, by a set of common rules, permit global
research projects to be set up and carried out in a fair and democratic manner”
(MiData.coop, 2017). However, that interconnection will require a kind of data
exchange platform (or standard) which has not been conceived yet.

A third challenge is how to replicate the functioning of the governance structure
of MiData Switzerland in other regional/national cooperatives operating in differ-
ent institutional settings (with different regulatory framework, healthcare system,
ethics, etc.), and how to create a new level of governance of the federation of cooper-
atives. Such a federation of cooperatives will involve new centers of decision-making
which in turn, will require a new overarching set of rules (not already defined) to
operate—e.g., participation, mutual monitoring, dispute resolution.

24Ulrich Genick is responsible for citizen science and a founding member of MiData.
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DCs as an Alternative to PHD Reuse

This paper contends that DCs can be an alternative to the three dominant approaches
to organizing PHD reuse found today (healthcare system-centric, for-profit data-
driven, and individual-centric; see Table 8.1).25 DCs have emerged to rebalance the
existing asymmetric power relationships between those who consume personal data
and the subjects of that data. These asymmetries are reflected in two aspects of the
control over the organization of PHD reuse: who decides the rules of access and use
(which subsets of PHD can be accessed and reused, bywhom, under what conditions,
and for what purposes), and control over the appropriation of the outcomes of PHD
reuse (See Table 8.3).

We have argued that in the healthcare system-centric and for-profit data-driven
approaches to PHD reuse there is a monocentric control that denies data subjects
a voice. While decisions on the rules of access and use are made by data holders,
data consumers control the appropriation of the outcomes of PHD reuse. In contrast,
in DCs no single individual or organization has exclusive control over the use and
disposition of all the PHD; rather control is spread among various actors and across
levels. MiData is not governed by an influential state or non-state actors—which
is the case of healthcare system-centric or for-profit data-driven approaches; rather
there is a combination of governance modes (Provan & Kevin, 2008). For instance,
the rules of access and use of PHDare first centrally decided by theBoard ofDirectors
and the Data Ethics Review, and next data subjects self-govern in a decentralized
way—each account holder of MiData decides whether she gives consent for the
reuse of her PHD. On the other hand, the decisions about the appropriation of the
value of PHD reuse are made collectively by members at the General Assembly. In
that respect, DCs place the locus of decision-making where it is more likely to be
effective for the reuse of PHD and at the same time acceptable to data subjects.

Moreover, unlike the for-profit data-driven approach, DCs open the door to cre-
ating new forms of reciprocity between data consumers and data subjects (Zuboff,
2015). This is for instance the case of the ‘citizen science’ initiative, which shows
a change in the conditions of doing research as citizens become active partici-
pants in research projects. Yet in practice, this active participation of individuals
in approving policies, making decisions, or becoming involved in research requires
that they assume new responsibilities and a significant amount of work. The question
is whether this extra-work related to the engagement of individuals will be sustain-
able over time. Therefore, a line of future research is the design of incentive systems
that sustain the engagement and participation of data subjects over time.

On the other hand, unlike the individual-centric approach to PHD reuse (Table 8.1)
that balances the asymmetries between data consumers and data subjects by appeal-
ing primarily to self-interest, DCs do so through the cooperation of data subjects.
Moreover, because in DCs there is higher goal consensus than in the individual-
centric approach, data subjects are more likely to be more committed to contribute

25We do not foresee that DCs will substitute existing PHD reuse approaches, particularly the health-
care system-centric and for-profit data-driven approaches; rather, DCs will co-exist with them.
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to the community (Provan & Kevin, 2008). Ernst Hafen, president of the Board of
MiData.coop, notes, “[a]s a member you have not only the agency of controlling
your data sets but you also have the agency of governing the value of the data set
in the community”. Therefore, MiData not only harnesses the agency of individ-
uals but also the agency of the community (e.g., the decisions on where to invest
profits, the selection the Board of Directors, changes in the articles of association).
However, some of those community decisions have to be confirmed at the individual
level afterwards. For instance, the Board of Directions and the Data Ethics Review
Board approve the new research projects that will reuse PHD and which data they
will have access, but afterwards account holders have to give consent for the reuse of
their PHD on a granular individual basis. So at the end of the day, it is still individ-
ual account holders who choose whether to give consent or not. This means that if
there are not enough account holders willing to give consent, the value for data con-
sumers will be constrained (because of limited aggregation). One way to address this
challenge would be to move gradually from individual to community consent. For
instance, explore which subsets of PHD for each research project can be approached
as “our data” instead of “my data”. Then for those subsets of PHD, individuals would
delegate their consent to the community.

Conclusions

Healthcare—like other sectors of the economy– is in a race to collect and reuse per-
sonal data. We have argued that the way the reuse of personal data is organized has
broad implications on how the outcomes of personal data reuse are distributed. We
have shown that approaches to personal data reuse reported in the literature, partic-
ularly, healthcare system-centric and for-profit data-driven approaches, are mono-
centric; i.e., they tend to involve a single organization that controls the data, thus
creating power asymmetries between this organization and data subjects. An alter-
native emergent approach to personal data reuse that minimizes these asymmetries
is data cooperatives (DCs). DCs create a data commons that empower data subjects,
giving them greater control over their personal data, creating value for themselves
and their communities, and for those same data subjects to have more of a say in the
agenda of health research and the health services. The MiData.coop case study gives
a line of empirical evidence showing how citizens can effectively govern the reuse
of personal data.
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Appendix 1: List of Data Sources

Videos, interviews and podcasts

[AVSrc7] Interviews with Donald Kossmann who was involved in the design of the architecture of MiData,
July 2017.
[AVSrc6] Interview to Ernst Hafen and Ulrich Genick, “Do you want to learn more about health-data
cooperatives? Listen to this podcast about Midata.coop”, March 2017, https://platform.coop/stories/do-you-w
ant-to-learn-more-about-health-data-cooperatives-listen-to-this-podcast-about-midata-coop
[AVSrc5] André Golliez, “MiData.coop – My Data, our Health”, MyData 2016 Helsinki, August 2016,
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZZIGYn5I3yk&list=PL6_IssKYHuPReO0Sr7_7GRbUtRkRqnm6m&in
dex=54
[AVSrc4] Serge Bignens, “MiData Ecosystem”, MyData 2016 Helsinki, August 2016, https://www.youtube.c
om/watch?v=ngMo03dYrAI&list=PL6_IssKYHuPReO0Sr7_7GRbUtRkRqnm6m&index=51
[AVSrc3] Ulrich Genick, “Personal Data Cooperatives”, 2016 Platform Co-op Showcase 14 – MIDATA,
https://livestream.com/internetsociety/platformcoop2016/videos/141725493
[AVSrc2] Ernst Hafen on “Personalisierte Daten”, March 2016, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nORuA2
ydp80
[AVSrc1] Andre Golliez, “Citizen-Controlled Reuse of Personal Data”, 2015, https://www.youtube.com/watc
h?v=mAbyLDk1EK0

Written documents and presentations

[WSrc15] “Forschen mit Gesundheitsdaten unter Kontrolle der Bürger”, 13/09/2017, http://www.netzwoche.
ch/news/2017-09-13/forschen-mit-gesundheitsdaten-unter-kontrolle-der-buerger
[WSrc14] “Developer’s guide”, https://test.midata.coop/#/developer/guide
[WSrc13] “Terms of use”, https://test.midata.coop/#/portal/terms/midata-terms-of-use
[WSrc12] “Privacy Policy”, https://test.midata.coop/#/portal/terms/midata-privacy-policy
[WSrc11] “MiData Articles of Association”, https://midata.coop/docs/MIDATA_Statuten_20170403_Englis
h.pdf
[WSrc10] Dominik Steiger, “MyData, Our Health”, MyData Switzerland Workshop, HSLU Luzern, June
2017, https://www.swissdataalliance.ch/s/MIDATAcoop.pdf
[WSrc9] Ernst Hafen, “Personal Data Economy – A cooperative approach”, Inspire2live, Amsterdam,
February 2017, http://inspire2live.org/wp-content/uploads/10.-Ernst-Hafen-Personal-Data-Economy-a-coope
rative-approach.pdf
[WSrc8] Ernst Hafen “What is the trade-off between opportunities and privacy in the health business?”,
Mastering the Challenges of our Digital Society, Nov 2016, https://www.sg.ethz.ch/media/medialibrary/201
6/11/Ernst_Hafen.pdf
[WSrc7] Ernst Hafen “Citizen-Controller Personal Data is Essential for Personalised Medicine”,
Personalized Medicine Conference, June 2016, https://ec.europa.eu/research/conferences/2016/permed2016/
pdf/presentations/e_hafen.pdf
[WSrc6] Ernst Hafen “MIDATA.coop – Enabling efficient linkage of health data by citizen-controlled data
access”, Digital Enlightenment Forum - Trusted Data Management in Health Care, June 2016, https://digitale
nlightenment.org/sites/default/files/users/14/20160607_MIDATA_Dig_Enlight.pdf
[WSrc5] Ernst Hafen “MIDATA.COOPs – Personal Health Data Cooperatives – Democratizing the Personal
Data Economy”, 2015, http://healthcoopscanada.coop/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Best-Prac-MIDATA.pdf
[WSrc4] Ernst Hafen “Personal (Health) Data Cooperatives – Placing the Citizen at the Center of
Personalized [WSrc3] Health and the Democratization of the Personal Economy”, Gastein, October 2014,
http://www.ehfg.org/intranet/app/webroot/uploads/presentations/files/uploads/d0bcdaa974556eba4c7e1f71d
e52f5.pdf
[WSrc2] Ernst Hafen “Health Data Cooperatives – Citizen-Controlled Health Data Repositories as a Basis
for Big Data Analytics in Health”, Athens, May 2014, http://www.ehealth2014.org/presentations/big-data-fo
r-healthcare-reform
[WSrc1] Newsletter of the “Data and Health” association, www.datenundgesundheit.ch

https://platform.coop/stories/do-you-want-to-learn-more-about-health-data-cooperatives-listen-to-this-podcast-about-midata-coop
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3fv%3dZZIGYn5I3yk%26list%3dPL6_IssKYHuPReO0Sr7_7GRbUtRkRqnm6m%26index%3d54
https://www.youtube.com/watch%3fv%3dngMo03dYrAI%26list%3dPL6_IssKYHuPReO0Sr7_7GRbUtRkRqnm6m%26index%3d51
https://livestream.com/internetsociety/platformcoop2016/videos/141725493
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=nORuA2ydp80
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mAbyLDk1EK0
http://www.netzwoche.ch/news/2017-09-13/forschen-mit-gesundheitsdaten-unter-kontrolle-der-buerger
https://test.midata.coop/#/developer/guide
https://test.midata.coop/#/portal/terms/midata-terms-of-use
https://test.midata.coop/#/portal/terms/midata-privacy-policy
https://midata.coop/docs/MIDATA_Statuten_20170403_English.pdf
https://www.swissdataalliance.ch/s/MIDATAcoop.pdf
http://inspire2live.org/wp-content/uploads/10.-Ernst-Hafen-Personal-Data-Economy-a-cooperative-approach.pdf
https://www.sg.ethz.ch/media/medialibrary/2016/11/Ernst_Hafen.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/research/conferences/2016/permed2016/pdf/presentations/e_hafen.pdf
https://digitalenlightenment.org/sites/default/files/users/14/20160607_MIDATA_Dig_Enlight.pdf
http://healthcoopscanada.coop/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/Best-Prac-MIDATA.pdf
http://www.ehfg.org/intranet/app/webroot/uploads/presentations/files/uploads/d0bcdaa974556eba4c7e1f71de52f5.pdf
http://www.ehealth2014.org/presentations/big-data-for-healthcare-reform
http://www.datenundgesundheit.ch
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Chapter 9
Cooperatives in the Age of Sharing

Theresia Theurl and Eric Meyer

Introduction

The sharing economy has been hyped up recently and many “new” business models
like Uber or Airbnb have evolved, which allow people to share their cars or flats. A
different perspective would interpret these new offers as a kind of supply of mobility
and housing solutions, i.e. new supply in traditional markets. Other applications of
the sharing principle can be found in numerous markets like cloud computing, the
joint use of goods and machines and especially in sharing information goods. These
new applications should not blur the fact, that sharing is not a really new idea and is
having a long tradition. Centuries ago farmers jointly bought and shared agricultural
machines to cultivate their land, because they could not afford to own these machines
individually. Every kind of renting goods is a kind of sharing, which is frequently
offered by professional companies like car rental firms. So the idea of sharing is
not new, but part of the economic life for a long time. Therefore, it is important to
identify the economic core of the sharing economy, which distinguishes the sharing
economy from traditional parts of the economy.

In the section “Defining and Characterizing the Sharing Economy” wewill define
the sharing economy and we will give an economic characterization of the sharing
economy. It will turn out, that the platforms that connect supply and demand in the
sharing economy constitute a significant governance challenge. A cooperative own-
ership structure couldmitigate the problems originating from this platform. Thus, the
section “Basic Economic Characteristics of Cooperatives” will explain the character-
istics of a cooperative. Finally, the section “Conclusion and Practical Implications”
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will show how a platform in the form of a cooperative could improve the functioning
and the economic welfare of these markets and will also present the limits of this
model.

Defining and Characterizing the Sharing Economy

Definition and Delineation

The “Sharing Economy” is frequently ideologically overrated by declaring it an alter-
native to the capitalist economy. This type of reasoning claims that in the future the
use of goods will dominate, instead of owning them overlooking that even if people
just use goods there will still be an ultimate owner of these goods. Just using goods
is therefore not an alternative to ownership, but at most an alternative application
of ownership. Even worse sometimes sharing of goods is interpreted as “collab-
orative consumption” in contrast to the common individualistic consumption and
because the collaborative consumption is striving for social coherence and commu-
nity it is morally superior to the ordinary consumption that simply pursues profit
maximization. These ideas and interpretations are lacking a solid foundation and
(intentionally?) leave out a precise economic definition and delineation of the shar-
ing economy. Defining the term “sharing economy” is difficult, since it has been
extended to various areas, although some of these are hardly connectable to the shar-
ing idea. Ride-hailing business (e.g. Uber, Lyft, BlaBlaCar) or renting out rooms (e.g.
Airbnb, Wimdo, InstantOffices) are some activities that are mostly considered to be
part of the sharing economy. Renting other goods on platforms like Frents or Leih-
dirwas.de could also be considered to be part of the sharing economy. Sometimes
social networking platforms (like Facebook, Instagram) are also assigned to the shar-
ing economy, because people exchange information or pictures that can be used by
other participants in these networks. What makes this sharing different is the digital
nature of the shared information. Sharing these “information goods” does not pre-
vent the use of the shared information by the owner. On the other hand some sources
extend the scope of the sharing economy to more businesses like crowd-working
(e.g. Upwork, Clickworker), peer-to-peer-lending (e.g. Auxmoney, Kickstarter) or
streaming services (e.g. Netflix).1 But which of these businesses are to be considered
to be part of the sharing economy and which are not? In order to delineate and later
on to define the sharing economywe suggest three questions that will help us to carve
out the economic characteristics of businesses belonging to the sharing economy:

• Which are the goods that are shared between the individuals?
• Who shares these goods (individuals or professional suppliers, i.e. companies)?
• Are the participants connected by a platform, i.e. how does demand meet supply?

1For this extended view see for example PwC (2016), p. 3.
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The first question refers to the objects of sharing i.e. the type of exchange. For
the ride-hailing business a combination of sharing a good (here: car) and a service
(driving the car) can be observed. Because the ride-hailing includes the sharing of the
car, it is part of the sharing economy. In contrast crowd-working does not meet the
criterionof exchanginggoods. People “share” theirwork capacity or provide services,
which is the usual way of earning money. The difference is that people are not
employed with long-term contracts, but on the basis of small bits of work for which
they apply on a platform. So crowd-working meets the third criterion but not the first
one. In a similarway the sharing of capital in peer-to-peer lending does not include the
provisionof goods and therefore it is not part of the sharing economy.The exclusionof
crowd-working and peer-to-peer-lending is based on the same reason, that providing
capital (human capital and monetary capital, respectively) is not characterising the
sharing economy.

The goods that are available for sharing can be further differentiated. Non-durable
consumer goods (like chocolate) are ill-suited for sharing, because they are used
up during the process of consumption. Durable consumer goods, that are used in
consumption (like cars) are the goods that are available for sharing. This does not
preclude the degradation of these durable consumer goods, while they are used.
For example a car needs more maintenance if it is used more intensively in order to
minimize the degradation effects of the use. In some rare cases the degradation effect
is close to zero and therefore sharing these goods comes with very little additional
costs for the suppliers of these goods. Computing power is an example for a good,
where additional use causes almost no degradation.2 Similarly, sharing information
in social networking platforms results in no losses due to the digital nature of the
goods (e.g. photos). The use of durable consumer goods in for-profit activities of
the sharing economy turns them—temporarily—to capital goods. That means that
the nature of a good is determined by the purpose of its use. If it is used in private,
it remains a consumer good, but employing the same good by offering it to other
individuals makes it an investment good due to the for-profit intention of the sharing
activity.

The object of sharing is usually not part of the efforts to define the sharing econ-
omy. Peitz and Schwalbe (2016) mention, that a durable good must be object of the
sharing activity.3 In contrast Miller (2016) extends sharing also to “services, space
andmoney.”4 Sundararajan (2014) also includes the provision of labour to the sharing
economy.5

The sharing of goods can be carried out in different ways. The most common
way to share a good is the offering of the good by one individual who owns the
good to another individual to use the good for a specified time. In this case sharing
means that the individuals sequentially or jointly use goods, which are owned by

2This only refers to the CPU use, for which it makes no difference whether the processor is running
idle or is actually computing.
3Peitz and Schwalbe (2016), p. 233.
4Miller (2016), p. 150.
5Sundararajan (2014).
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one individual. Sometimes the provision of the goods is part of the problem, i.e. the
number of available goods is insufficient. In this case another type of sharing could
be applied. The individuals could jointly own the goods and then use the goods from
the pool of goods according to pre-specified rules. For example the individuals could
jointly own a pool of cars, which they use if needed, which will reduce the ownership
costs for the individuals.6

The secondquestion refers to theacting subjectsof the sharing economy,which are
individuals. Therefore, Netflix or other streaming services are not part of the sharing
economy, because the supplier of the movies (and owner of the copyrights) is a firm.
The idea, that streaming could be a sharing activity, stems from the comparison of
the previous activities. People bought DVDs to watch a movie or CDs to listen to
music. By the same token we have to exclude other professional providers from the
traditional economy. Renting cars or holiday flats is part of the traditional economy.
The agents of the sharing economy are implicitly part of some definition attempts,
because they emphasize the peer-to-peer characteristic of the sharing economy.7

The third question refers to the way of connecting individuals in the sharing
economy. The path-breaking innovation, that allows the connection of individuals
at low costs, is the creation of platforms in the internet. The platform-connection
characterizes all of the examples above, and is a distinguishing characteristic, which
delineates the sharing economy from traditional rental services. Platforms are part of
almost all definition attempts and are the origin of the governance challenges that we
will observe later on, but not all platforms are part of the sharing economy.8 Thus,
platforms are a necessary, but not a sufficient requirement for the sharing economy.

From the description abovewederive a tentative definition of the sharing economy.
We define as the sharing economy all activities, which

• are carried out by individuals on a peer-to-peer basis,
• by using a connecting platform in the internet
• for sharing (physical) goods with each other.

We consider this definition well-suited in order to focus on the substantial features
of the sharing economy and to set aside activities that mainly have the platform
characteristic. Admittedly, the definition is quite narrow but will allow for more
stringency in considering the phenomenon of the sharing economy.

These characteristics will be further analysed in the following subsections. We
will have to explain, what determines the individuals’ ownership decision, what
peer-to-peer activities imply for markets and which economic effects platforms will
have.

6This differentiation followsDemary (2015) orRauch andSchneider (2015), p. 11,who discriminate
between peer-to-peer sharing and asset hubs.
7See for example Katz (2015), p. 1073 explicitly mentioning the peer-to-peer characteristic.
8See for example Dittmann and Kuchinke (2015), p. 245, Peitz and Schwalbe (2016), p. 235,
Fraiberger and Sundararajan (2015), Katz (2015), p. 1070.
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Determinants of Ownership

If people deliberately choose a sharing arrangement to use goods instead of buy-
ing them, they have to base their decision on cost-benefit considerations that guide
them to the decision of sharing the goods, i.e. it must be beneficial for them to only
temporarily possess the good. Surprisingly, this question has not been part of eco-
nomic analysis up to now. This could be explained by the limited decision making
options for individuals in traditional markets. With the recent establishing of peer-
to-peer markets renting and renting out goods becomes a relevant decision option for
individuals that requires a closer economic introspection.9 The buy-or-rent decision
resembles the make-or-buy problem that firms have to solve and for which extensive
research exists.10 We use this line of research to transfer and adapt the results to the
problem of sharing or owning faced by individuals. There are five main determinants
for the individual’s decision to own or to share a good:

• Frequency of use: Themore often people use a good, themore they will be inclined
to buy and own a good. For instance a mobile phone, that is used every day or
every minute, is probably ill-suited as a device that could be used by sharing it.
The reason is the size of transaction costs. Althoughmodern platform technologies
lower these costs, they have to be incurred for every transaction, i.e. for every use
of the mobile phone. For every transaction a sharing partner has to be found, the
good has to be supplied, and—at least for more complex products—it has to be
ensured, that the good is of sufficient quality. Buying a good and then frequently
using it drastically reduces the costs per use for the good. An example of different
transaction types for the same good could be a car. If you use your car very often
(for example for professional purposes), you will probably prefer to own the car
instead of going through the (costly) process of finding an appropriate vehicle
every day. If you need a car just once in a while, you will probably prefer a sharing
solution. Closely related to the frequency of use is the problem of availability (see
below). When using a good frequently by sharing arrangements the likelihood of
unavailability of the good increases with the number of uses, that means you are
not able to use the good or have to accept delays in the use. This results in waiting
costs or search costs for other options.

• Availability/option benefits: Ownership of a good ensures that the good can be
used any time. Consequently, the user of the good is not dependent on other market
participants to provide the good. This is a particular problem in peak times, i.e.
when demand for the good is temporarily very high. This does not immediately
result in unavailability but in price surges which make the market solution more
expensive. Sometimes, the immediate use of a good is not the primary objective

9Horton and Zeckhauser (2016) is one of the rare papers discussing the ownership-rental decision
in an economic model, but is not taking into account the criteria listed below.
10This research is based on the pathbreaking contributions by Coase (1937), Williamson (1985) for
a transaction cost perspective and Hart (1995) for a property rights view. A textbook presentation
extending the number of criteria can be found in Picot, Dietl, Franck, Fiedler, and Royer (2015),
p. 70.



192 T. Theurl and E. Meyer

of owning the good. People may derive an option benefit from the good, i.e. they
derive utility from the fact, that the good is available for them, when they decide
to use it.

• Avoiding dependencies: Ownership of goods reduces the dependencies on others.
When using platforms of the sharing economy the consumer of the goods depends
on the supply of the good by another individual. This is exactly the problem
markets are supposed to solve. Therefore, the participants of a sharing platform
crucially depend on the functioning of this platform. If there is a sufficient number
of suppliers in the market, the dependencies and the costs associated with these
dependencies are low. Thus, the better these markets work, the lower the depen-
dency costs for the participants will be. Nevertheless, the dependency costs of the
sharing platforms will always be higher than the costs of ownership, where these
costs are zero due the independence created by the ownership.

• Avoiding uncertainties: Owning a good gives complete control over the good to
the user. This especially relates to the quality of the good. Since the owner of the
good knows what he has done with good in the past, he is able to assess the quality
of the good. By using goods supplied by sharing platforms uncertainty concerning
the quality of the good arises. In response to this information asymmetry the
platforms of the sharing economy try to implement instruments that reduce these
asymmetries. Typically, the platforms establish rating systems where users have
to evaluate each other and users share their experience with the other suppliers
(and consumers) of goods. Other signalling options are photos or films that try to
appropriately describe the state und the quality of the good.

• Costs of the good: The advantages of ownership are subject to costs of acquiring the
goods. Of course it would be highly appreciable to own a holiday flat in numerous
locations, because the flats would be available at any time and at the exact quality
the user wishes to have. Unfortunately, this extensive ownership is subject to a
budget constraint for most people. Therefore, renting a holiday flat is usual way
to use a holiday flat.

The items above mainly focus on the demand for goods provided by sharing plat-
forms. On the other hand we also have to explain, what determines the owners’ will-
ingness to give away their property by sharing it with other people. Unsurprisingly,
similar reasons apply. The main driver to supply goods is of course the additional
income that could be created by sharing the good. Existing capacities could be better
utilized and would generate profits for the suppliers. Concerning the frequency of
use, the suppliers of goods will be more inclined to share those goods that they do
not use frequently, because these goods are more readily available for other people’s
use.11 Handing over one’s property to another person is subject to similar information
asymmetries as for the demand side. When renting out a room, the supplier wants
to be sure, that the room will not be destroyed after the guests have left the room.
Therefore, the rating systems of the platform can also be used to assess and rate the
consumers of goods.

11One exception is the joint use of products like for BlaBlaCar, where the supply od the service can
only be offered if the owner uses the good (in the case of BlaBlaCar the car).
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Now, that we know the main influencing forces for deciding whether to own or
to rent a good, we can answer the question, which developments have changed the
relative costs and therefore helped to create the sharing economy, i.e. a movement
from owning goods to not owning and (only) using these goods. This observation
resembles a similar line of research in the theory of the firm, which explains that
new information technologies and the connection of people via the internet reduces
the transaction costs of market transactions and therefore transactions are no longer
carried out within the boundaries of the firm but are turned into market transac-
tions (Move-to-the-market hypothesis).12 The same idea also applies to the sharing
economy, where the acting subjects are individuals instead of firms. Information
technologies and the internet are able to significantly change some of the costs for
owning or renting a good. The platforms,which have been identified to be constitutive
for the sharing economy, reduce the information asymmetries between suppliers and
consumers and reduce the threats of unavailability of goods. Providing information
about a good and researching information about it has become much simpler with
the use of the internet. Thus, because of the reduced information asymmetries more
people are willing to provide goods on these platforms and on the other hand more
people are alsowilling to rent goods temporarily, since the platforms reduce the prob-
ability of receiving a bad quality product. Moreover, because more people are willing
to provide their property to other people via the sharing platform, the availability of
goods for rent on these platforms increases. Therefore, it becomes less likely that a
good will be unavailable shrinking the costs associated with unavailability.

In consequence, the internet and the creation of platforms which reduce infor-
mation costs and connect individuals have a similar effect for the decision between
owning and renting a good as it can be observed for the make-or-buy decision of
firms. Therefore, it is necessary to analyse the economic characteristics of these
platforms and whether they may come along with new costs for the individuals.

The Economic Characteristics of Platforms

The platforms of the sharing economy, which connect the individuals supplying and
demanding goods, exhibit the characteristics of two-sided markets. The term “two-
sided market” may sound tautological, since every market has two sides, demand
and supply. However, the analysis of two-sided markets considers the establishing of
such markets as a separate entrepreneurial effort and analyses factors that influence
the creation of these markets.13

An essential feature of two-sidedmarkets is the existence of network externalities.
When joining a network an individual benefits from the connections in this network.

12Cf. Malone, Yates, and Benjamin (1987) and Malone (2004). Clemons, Reddi, and Row (1993)
provide are more detailed analysis of transaction cost in make-or buy decisions of the firm.
13The characteristics of two-sided markets have been analyzed extensively in Armstrong (2006)
and Rochet and Tirole (2006).
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In addition to this benefit all other existing members of the network gain from the
further network member, because they receive one additional potential partner for
exchange within the network. These gains of the other network members are not
internalized by the newly joining member and require compensation schemes for
achieving an optimum network size. For two-sided markets these network effects are
more complicated, because they take the shape of indirect network externalities.14

This indirect effect refers to the observation that the externalities occur on the other
side of the two-sided market. For instance, if a new consumer joins the platform, this
will be a benefit for the suppliers on the other side of the market, because they have
one additional (prospective) customer to serve, and if a new supplier is joining the
network, this exhibits positive effects for the consumers, because this increases their
choices. This mutual relationship can turn into a virtuous circle for the platform,
because new customers attract new suppliers to the platform and new suppliers will
attract new customers, which results in an upwards spiralling growth of the platform.
Of course this spiralling effect may also work in the opposite direction. If there
are only a few suppliers, the platform is unattractive for consumers, who will leave
the platform, which will again turn the platform less attractive for suppliers and so
on. These indirect network externalities are crucial for the working of the platform.
Notice, that a new consumer joining the platform also creates negative effects for
all other consumers, because it is an additional competitor competing for the same
supply. Thus, it is necessary, that the consumers as a whole benefit from the indirect
externalities on the other side of the market, which increases the supply due the more
attractive demand base of the platform.

These two-sided markets are not new and we find them not only in the internet.
Examples of two-sided markets are credit cards (cardholders and merchants), for-
free newspapers (readers and advertisement customers) or in the internet e.g. Ebay
(customers and suppliers). The art of creating a platform is the balancing of the
demand and supply side in order to maintain the virtuous circle and to prevent it
tilting into a vicious circle. These indirect network effects and as a consequence the
virtuous circle of the spiralling growth imply economies of scale for the operation of
the platform. The bigger a platform is, i.e. the more consumers and suppliers can be
reached on the platform, the more attractive it is for new platform members. Even if
there were competing platforms, the bigger platform would attract more and more
members from other platforms due to its larger benefits it can offer created by its
bigger size.15 Thus, these platforms show a tendency to end up in a monopoly or at
least an oligopoly. However, a monopoly platform creates new dependencies for the
platform members and may increase the costs of using the platform for the platform
members. As long as there is a sufficient number of suppliers und buyers using
the platform, the owner of the platform will be able to appropriate the monopoly
rents and will create the new dependencies mentioned above. This fact has to be
distinguished from the platform’s price setting behaviour in order in initiate the

14For a more detailed differentiation of indirect network externalities see Peitz (2006).
15Rare exemptions are smaller platforms that create additional value for their members like a certain
specialization, which over-compensates the size benefits of larger platforms.
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virtuous circle to balance the number of suppliers and buyers on the platform to
increase the platform’s attractiveness for both sides of the market. This price-setting
scheme has distributional consequences between buyers and suppliers but should not
be confused with the monopoly rent extracted by the platform owner.

The burden of a monopoly platform would be less harmful, if the platformmarket
(i.e. the competition between platforms) was contestable. In a contestable market the
market power of a monopoly cannot be applied to increase prices because increasing
prices would immediately attract new competitors entering the market and thus low-
ering the prices. Unfortunately, the very nature of the platforms are the economies of
scale due to the indirect network externalities. Therefore, new contesting competitors
that start as a small platform are lacking the size which is a necessary production
factor to become a new competitor in themarket. Consequently, platformmarkets are
mostly not contestable which increases the risks of exploitation by a monopoly plat-
form. Moreover, switching to another platform can be further impeded by platform
specific investments that have been made by platform members in the past. Such
specificities are for example the ratings that a platform member gets for his supplies.
A good rating allows platformmembers to charge higher prices. Such ratings usually
cannot be transferred to a competing platform. Thus, if a member changed the plat-
form, he would start without his reputation capital, which results in lower prices he
could charge for his products and which will deter him from changing the platform.
Another mechanism that could slightly reduce the exploitation risk is multi-homing.
If more than one, similar sized platforms have evolved over time, consumers and
suppliers may use all the platforms for their operations, i.e. they are homing their
supply or demand on all platforms. Evidently this only works, if the homing costs
of a platform are relatively low. In such an oligopoly the prices of the platforms are
contained by the few remaining competitors. The disadvantages of separate ratings
for each of the platforms remain and are another disadvantage for the multi-homing
platform members.16

Peer-to-Peer Relationships and Power Law Effects

Closely related to the electronic platforms are so-called power law effects. These
power law effects describe for example the distribution of supplies in a market. Typ-
ically, such supply distribution takes the shape of a hyperbola. An example is shown
in Fig. 9.1. Let us assume that we would like to describe the room capacities of a
city and we are sorting the capacities offered according to the size of the room sup-
pliers. We start on the left with the largest hotels in town and then move downwards
to smaller hotels, boarding houses and B&B-offers. At the end of the sorting we
will find single room offerings that can be supplied by individuals. Without inter-
net platforms, which facilitate the search for rooms, the supply of single rooms by
individuals would be inconceivable and they would therefore stay out of the market.

16See Monopolkommission (2016), no. 1233 on the impediments of switching platforms.
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Fig. 9.1 Power law effects in the sharing economy

In order to bring their offerings to the market significant marketing expenditures
would be necessary, which could not be recouped by renting out just one room. The
platforms of the sharing economy have reduced information cost (here: signalling
costs of suppliers). Therefore, the entry barriers to these markets have been lowered
allowing more suppliers to participate in these markets. These new market partici-
pants are (private) individuals bringing their goods to the market and increase the
supply in these markets. Consequently prices in these markets will fall, which allows
new consumers to use these goods. Since these long tails of the distribution may
accumulate a large number of new products, the available capacities may increase
significantly having considerable effects on prices.17

Traditionalmarkets aremarked by their B2B or B2C characteristic, i.e. at least one
exchange partner is classified as “business”, which means a professional company
that provides goods to the market. The distinctive feature of the sharing economy
platforms is the inclusion of (private) individuals as suppliers in the markets. They
are creating C2C markets, where some consumers temporarily put on the hat of
business and offer their products to other people and in the next period they put on
their hat as a consumer and use the product they own themselves. These (supplying)
consumers turn themselves into hybrids acting on different sides of the markets
and become “prosumers”, a combination of producers and consumers. The new
“prosumer” characteristic of individuals is one of the main challenges for regulation
in markets. As prosumers the individuals take temporarily the role of a supplier, but
evade many regulations that apply to their professional competitors.

Thus, the sharing economy is not creating new markets, but it is bringing new
participants to existing markets. Similar developments have been observed for other
(internet) platforms. Ebay was a platform that addressed the long tails of markets,
for which it has been economically unattractive to offer their goods before. For the
first time individuals received a marketing and sales platform that allowed them to

17These power law or long-tail effects have been initially described by Anderson (2006).
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offer their products at low transaction costs. Interestingly, the platform has developed
over time and today individuals share the platform with smaller professional shops.
Similar developments could also be expected for some platforms of the sharing
economy.

Interim Conclusion

The sections above described how new information technologies and especially plat-
forms have changed the transaction costs for individuals and that consequently the
boundary between ownership and renting has shifted towards renting. The basic
economic characteristics of the sharing economy have been carved out. It has been
shown that the platforms that enable the sharing economy have a tendency towards
a monopoly. Thus, the positive effects of integrating more people to the market and
allocating existing capacities more efficiently is accompanied by the detrimental cre-
ation of a monopoly, which will acquire parts of the rents created in the platform by
the participants of the platform. Since the participants of the platform are individuals
there will be no countervailing power to contain the platform monopoly.

One way to counter these monopolies would be the application of the usual reg-
ulations against the abuse of market power, which will take a long time that the
platform may use to extend its reach. In the following section we will present a
different solution for the problem of the structural monopolization of the platform.
The problem of a platform monopoly could be easily resolved, if the users own their
platform. Therefore, a platform taking the shape of a cooperative will be analysed.

Basic Economic Characteristics of Cooperatives

Cooperatives have been invented and developed in Germany in the 19th century and
are usually not associated to be part of innovative business models of the information
technology sector. This should not blur the fact that cooperatives have been a business
innovation themselves andwere a necessary basis for a blossomingGerman economy
in the 19th century and still are the backbone of the German economy’s SMEs.

The distinctive mark of cooperatives is the unification of owner and customer.18

The owners of the cooperative are at the same time customers of the cooperative,
which is in contrast to other corporations, where owners and customers are separate
and follow different interests. In these corporations the customers are a vehicle to
generate profits for the owners providing the capital to the firm.While the owners are
interested in higher profits, for example by increasing prices, the customers usually
favour lower prices. Thus, the owners’ and the customers’ expectation of the value for

18In cooperatives demand or supply can be bundled. In the following we will confine ourselves to
the demand side. Nevertheless, all arguments also apply to supply-side cooperatives.
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money go into opposite directions. In a market economy this conflict of interests is
contained by market forces. Exploiting a more powerful position as a firm by raising
prices will attract new suppliers, which will lower the prices again and if prices are
too low additional customers will drive up prices again. Problems arise if there are
market failures, i.e. if market forces fail to contain the contradicting interests. Here
cooperatives come into play and could provide a solution. Because in a cooperative
all customers are at the same time owners, the conflict is resolved. In a cooperative
the owners (which are customers), generate their profits with the customers (which
are owners) or—to put it differently—at worst they are exploiting themselves by
increasing or decreasing prices or the efforts they spend. Therefore, cooperatives
provide a solution in situations when markets fail. These failures could take different
forms:

• Providing products to consumers is unattractive for companies and no supply
of products is available for consumers. Therefore, consumers could organize the
supply themselves by founding a cooperative which produces the products.

• Due to production technology there are no competitors andmonopolies occur. This
is a well-known situation in the agricultural sector, where local farmers depend
on a local dairy company or a local supplier of seeds. Thus, a most common
governance form for these transactions is a cooperative.Here the customers prevent
the exploitation by the monopolist by owning the monopolist themselves.

Because cooperatives have two different relationships (provision of capital as
owners and buying goods provided for them by the cooperative), the governance of
these relationships is more complicated than the one-dimensional relations in other
companies. Cooperatives provide a member value to their members, which consists
of three different elements. First, the component of the direct member value refers
to the founding reason of the cooperative, the products or services that the members
want to acquire but for which market failures exist. This part of the member value
is linked to the customer relationship that members have with their cooperative.
Second, the indirect member value addresses the members’ role as owners of the
cooperative which provide capital to their joint venture. Because they provide capital
to the cooperative, they are entitled to receive a dividend on this capital. Third, the
sustainable member value is associated with the dynamics of a cooperative. Since
substitutive providers are not available, the cooperative’s members have a special
interest in the sustainability of the cooperative’s business. If the cooperative cedes to
exist, theywould lose their access to the products that are provided by the cooperative
and which have been the founding reason. Consequently, they are willing to forgo
some profits and leave some money in the cooperative. Due to these three types of
member value the members have to decide how they weigh the components, i.e. the
cooperative’s profit is split into three parts and the ratios for the split have to be
decided by the members.

The double relationship that the members have with their cooperative leads to
another governance challenge. In other (one dimensional) corporations voting rights
are allocated according to the capital that shareholders provide to the corporation.
Applying this rule to a cooperative would ignore the twofold relation that members
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have with the cooperative. Moreover, such rule would not take into account that the
economic relationship is the pivotal driver of a cooperative and these interests have
to be reflected in the voting rights. Thus, most cooperatives allocate their voting
rights on a per head basis, i.e. one man, one vote. Some exemptions are made for
those cooperatives whose members are legal and not natural persons. This voting
scheme guarantees that the owner relationship (providing capital) will not dominate
the customer relationship (buying products).

While cooperatives are well-suited to respond to monopoly power or lacking
supply of goods, they also show some challenges in their governance. Because the
customers of the cooperative are also their owners, the communication between cus-
tomers and owners is more complex than in other corporations, since they have to
decide on the implementation of the three components of the member value. This is a
minor problem as long as the members are homogeneous in their preferences. If their
preferences are similar, they will have similar needs and therefore will come to simi-
lar conclusions for the provision of goods by the cooperative. As soon as themembers
becomemore heterogeneous the decision-making costs will increase, because longer
discussions and intensified negotiations are to be expected. Moreover, in the case of
heterogeneous members it will be more likely that the members come up with a
decision that is against the preferences of some members and these members then
have to bear these external costs of being outvoted. The probability of heterogeneous
members will increase with the number of members of the cooperative. In order to
manage this heterogeneity and to contain the costs of heterogeneity the coopera-
tive should implement distinct rules on the topics and procedures of voting. When
evaluating these governance costs of cooperatives, the correct reference has to be
identified and sometimes a market solution is taken as a reference. This ignores the
unavailability of a market solution, which was the starting point for establishing a
cooperative. An appropriate comparison has to take into account the solutions that
can be implemented subject to the production technology and market determinants.
Since the cooperative is a reaction to a market failure, the relevant alternative is a
monopoly associated with much higher costs for the individuals or the non-supply
of goods with the costs of non-availability for the individuals.

The cooperative is financed by its members who contribute the capital by tak-
ing their function as owners of the cooperative. This works fine as the size of the
cooperative is in proportion to its members’ needs and may grow with number of
members. However, this also assumes that investments are easily scalable and can be
sliced into small parts. Some investments do not have this property. Thus financing
the cooperative needs complementary instruments especially if large up-front invest-
ments are necessary. Typical financing of young and quickly growing companies by
external equity investors are not available for cooperatives. Therefore, their growth
will be slower but also more sustainable than the growth of other companies, because
it depends on the number of members, i.e. customer demand.
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Cooperatives as an Organizational Solution for Platforms
in the Sharing Economy

In the section “Defining and Characterizing the Sharing Economy” we explained
that platforms are essential for the sharing economy and these platforms exhibit a
tendency towards monopolization. It has also been shown that these monopolies
cannot be contested and the pricing behaviour will not be disciplined by potential
competition. Creating countervailing market power by aggregating the demand (or
supply) of the platform users is also hard to implement, since another trait of the
sharing economy is the atomistic structure of their users, who bring small units of
demand and supply to these platformmarkets.Moreover the application of regulation
against the abuse of market power is a lengthy process and hard to implement. It is
doubtful whether these actions could be successful and unclear how these actions
could look like. Splitting up a platform in order to increase competition will reduce
the positive indirect network externalities and will shrink the benefits that the users
can receive from the platform. A price control as another regulatory instrument
would also be hard to implement. Thus, the problem remains that on the one hand
people wish to have these platforms for exchanging goods or information, which
will increase their welfare, and on the other hand the platforms will automatically
monopolize, which will be detrimental for the users of the platform.

In the section “Basic Economic Characteristics of Cooperatives” we have shown
under which circumstances cooperatives are a suitable solution to increase the indi-
viduals’ welfare. Cooperatives are able to mitigate the problems stemming from the
monopolies by combining consumers (or suppliers) and the monopoly in one com-
pany. Thus, we suggest that platforms could take the form of a cooperative that is
owned by its users. In contrast to an administrative answer by applying competition
law the organizational solution of forming a cooperative could maintain the positive
effects of the platform (positive indirect network externalities) and at the same time
could control the vertical dependencies on themonopolistic platform. Three different
types of cooperatives are feasible solutions for platforms of the sharing economy.19

Type Ia: Suppliers (or Consumers) Jointly Own the Platform

In this first model one side of the market owns the platform, for instance the suppliers
of goods found a cooperative, which operates the platform. In a (fictitious) example
we could assume the Uber drivers own the Uber platform. Even if the platform gains
market power, the exploitation of the suppliers is limited by the fact that the platform
is owned by suppliers. So at most they would exploit themselves. Thus, the negative
effects of the platform’smarket power would be eliminated. Themissing disciplining
competition effect on the platform would be substituted by the vote channel within

19Type I and type II cooperatives resemble the peer-to-peer sharing and the asset-hubs by Demary
(2015) or Rauch and Schneider (2015), p. 11.
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the cooperative. Even if the management of the cooperative would try to increase
prices at the expense of the suppliers, the members could intervene by voting against
the management in their function as owners of the platform to improve their rela-
tionship to the platform in their function as customers. Changes of the platforms
offerings are not enforced by market pressure (e.g. offers by other platforms, which
could not exist due to the characteristics of the production technology of platforms),
but directly through interventions by the members, who can influence the scope and
the quality of the platform’s service. Appropriately implemented, a cooperative will
have a superior relation to its customers (here: the suppliers), because they own the
platform cooperative. Necessary information flows between the customers and the
platform are facilitated, since the customers’ reticence to reveal the information is
reduced due to their ownership relation. They are benefitting themselves by revealing
the information and consequently are improving the functioning of the platform. This
information flow could only be hampered by free-rider behaviour of some members.
Since all members benefit from the information flows even if they do not contribute
to the information flow, their incentives to actively provide the information decrease.
Therefore, additional transparency between the members, rules and communication
are necessary to stabilize the information channel, which improves platform’s per-
formance.

The type Ia cooperative only solves the market power problem for one side of
the market. For the other side if the market (here: the consumers) the market power
problem remains. The relevance of this problem depends on the structure of the
two-sided market. As mentioned in the section “The Economic Characteristics of
Platforms” the platform operator has to balance the two sides of the market in order
to create a virtuous circle by applying fees to the two sides. In many platforms just
one side of the market has to pay the fees, while the other side may use the platform
for free. In the case of such a platform that offers its service for one side of the
market without charging the customers the market power problem is not existent for
the customers on this side of the market. Therefore, a type Ia cooperative would be
an appropriate solution for the sharing economy platform andmitigates the problems
that are associated with the operation of such a platform.

The structure of thememberswill also influence the success and the functioning of
the platform. As mentioned in the explanation of cooperatives more homogeneous
member structures will facilitate the functioning of the platform, since it results
in more similar member needs and wishes. These similar needs will facilitate the
decision making of the members to operate the platform. In order to create value for
both sides to the two-sided market which is operated by the platform a large number
of members is necessary. However, many participants in the platform increase the
probability of more heterogeneous members and thus will complicate the operation
of the platform. This effect can bemitigated, if the platform offers simple interlinking
services with only limited additional services. The more complex the operations of
the platform become and the more services the platform offers, the more relevant
heterogeneous members will be for the decision making costs. Take the example of
Uber. A simple service that Uber offers is the connection of people who need a ride
and the car owners whowill offer the ride by theUber-developed app. But Uber could
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extend its offerings. They could add insurance services for the car owners on their
platform or could try to improve the social security service for the drivers.Whilemost
drivers will easily agree on the connecting app, there will be divergent opinions on
the insurance issues, because some drivers enjoy social security protection because
they are offering rides as a hobby, while others offer their service in a more taxi-
driver-like fashion and would need these additional services, which leads to conflicts
in determining the platforms activities.

Type Ib: Suppliers and Consumers Jointly Own the Platform

In a type Ib cooperative not only one side of the market owns the cooperative, but the
participants on both sides of the market become owners of the platform. This type
is an atypical cooperative. In the past cooperatives formed among the individuals of
one side of the market. Including both sides of the market is a new approach. There
are only a few examples of such cooperatives available.20 As mentioned before the
market power problem can arise for both sides of the markets and is relevant if the
platform charges prices for both sides of the market. Then both sides of the market
would be subject to the exploitation by a monopoly platform and both sides would be
interested in restraining the platform’s pricing power. Thus, a membership available
to both sides of the market would be the immediate consequence.

By integrating the members of both sides of the market in the cooperative the
heterogeneity automatically increases. Demand side and supply sidewill have similar
interests in having a platform for using or suppling goods, but as consumers and
suppliers they will have opposing preferences with respect to numerous parameters.
Most obvious are their opposing interests concerning the price of the platform service.
While being guided by the pricing guideline for two-sided markets to internalize the
positive indirect network externalities, both sides of the markets will be tempted to
reduce their burden at the expense of the other side, whichwill hamper the frictionless
working of the platform because it disturbs the internalizationmechanism.Moreover,
providing information to the platform in order to improve the platform services could
imply the provision of this information to the other side of the market, which could
use it to the disadvantage of the information providers. These opposing interests are
significant challenges for type Ib cooperatives and the platform success will crucially
depend on managing this conflict of interests.

20One example isOSADLeG.OSADL is a cooperative that produces open source software solutions
for companies of the machinery industry. Members of the cooperative are companies from the
machinery industry (demand side) and IT companies programming the software (supply side).
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Type II: Suppliers or Consumers Own the Platform and Jointly
Own the Goods

The type II cooperative refers to a different understanding of ownership. While for
type I cooperatives we assume that the goods, which will be shared, are owned by
the individuals, in a type II cooperative the goods will be property of the cooperative
and the members of the cooperative will share the ownership of the goods by becom-
ing a member of the cooperative. The joint ownership of type II substitutes for the
individual ownership of type I cooperatives. Because of this movement from indi-
vidual to collective ownership the type II cooperatives lack the typical peer-to-peer
characteristic of other sharing platforms. Yet, it is still part of the sharing economy
because the individuals share the use of the goods, but add the sharing of ownership
of the goods to their sharing activities. This kind of “double sharing” will be applied
if the acquisition and ownership of the goods is very expensive and individual own-
ership is not affordable. The joint ownership also implies that the platform does not
show the usual indirect network externalities, because the supply is provided by the
cooperative itself (i.e. jointly by the users). Instead we observe direct network exter-
nalities. On the one hand additional members may increase the cooperative’s pool of
goods, on the other hand the additional member are new competitors for the limited
number goods in the cooperative. So in the case of shared ownership the platform
has a different nature and different economic characteristics. Nevertheless the depen-
dency issues remain. Since the consumers are not able to own the goods individually,
they depend on the supply by third parties, which again could have monopoly or
oligopoly characteristics. Therefore, a cooperative will protect against exploitation
as long as disciplining market mechanisms are not available. Other renting solutions
are conceivable but could create new dependencies for the users.

Because the cooperative owns the (mostly expensive) goods the type II coopera-
tive of sharing is usually confined to local areas but could grow into larger regions or
countrywide over time. Therefore, due to this anchoring of the platform in the real
economy it does not exhibit the characteristic quick platform expansion. Neverthe-
less, the type II cooperatives look back to a long tradition. In the agricultural sector
joint ownership and joint use of machines has been common for centuries. Another
example is Mobility, a Swiss car renting cooperative, which owns a large pool of
cars and rents out these cars to their members.

Although the cooperative model is very convincing in containing the effects of
the platform’s market power especially for the type I cooperatives, there are some
significant disadvantages of this model in implementing it for platforms in the shar-
ing economy. Due to the indirect network externalities and the implied economies
of scale, it is necessary that the platform grows quickly in order to generate these
network externalities that benefit the platform users. This is in contrast to the own-
ership function of cooperative members, where customers have to become owners
and contribute capital to the platform. Especially those users having free access to
the platform will not be willing to listen to lengthy explanations about platform own-
erships, rights and duties and they will be even less inclined to contribute capital.



204 T. Theurl and E. Meyer

Because the cooperative model requires more explanation and a monetary contribu-
tion, it hampers the quick growth of the platform, which is detrimental in a market,
where speed is one of the success factors.

Moreover, some of the platform models of the sharing economy need some up-
front investments, e.g. to buy infrastructure or to advertise the platform in order to
become a winner in the platform competition. Again such investments are harder to
finance for a cooperative that covers its financing needs by the equity provided by
the members. The cooperative—like any other company—can of course use debt for
financing but also the debt financing depends on the amount of equity that is provided
by the members.

Itwill crucially depend on the individuals’ preferenceswhether these impediments
will restrict the use of cooperatives as a governance scheme for platforms. Up to now
the convenience of easy access to platforms and the overwhelming opportunities
they offer seemingly outweigh the benefits of further control over the monopolist.
Nevertheless, recent scandals like the data abuse at Facebook may be a starting point
to rethink these preferences,whichwould open theway formore complex governance
structures.

Conclusion and Practical Implications

The sharing economy is an interesting new way to allocate existing goods among
people. It is not creating new markets but the platforms of the sharing economy are
able to bring new suppliers and consumers to the markets and give them beneficial
access to these markets. Nevertheless, these platforms exhibit production character-
istics that tend tomonopolizemarket structures. In order to overcome the problems of
monopolies without losing the advantages of platforms we analysed the applicability
of cooperatives as an organization of the platforms. Organizing platforms as cooper-
atives eliminates the negative monopoly effects of the platforms, while the positive
platform effects are preserved. Thus, the cooperative is—theoretically—the superior
type of organization for platforms of the sharing economy. However, different mar-
kets of the sharing economy may require different cooperative structures which are
subject to some disadvantages of the cooperative like heterogeneity of the members
or a detrimentally slow speed of growth. Thus, further introspection into different
types of markets and innovative financing mechanisms of platform cooperatives is
still needed.

Although the idea of having a cooperative ownership is—up to now—purely
theoretical, it should encourage a broader discussion of the platforms’ governance
structures. Due to the immanent competition restricting characteristics of platforms
the currently existing platforms are not able to fully exploit the opportunities of
the new technologies that are used in these platforms and they are dangerously
redistributing rents from the individuals to the monopolistic platforms. The growing
relevance of peer-to-peer activities will also require a rethinking of the economics
how individuals form there buy-or-rent decisions.
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Chapter 10
How Collaboration and Digitization
Transform Large Project Business

Klaus Backhaus and Ulf König

Introduction

Collaboration and digitization are two trending buzzwords which companies both
put their hopes in and struggle to handle at the same time. There are statements
that the digitization process will destroy complete business models, including even
those of current market leaders (Loebbecke & Picot, 2015). While the effect of
collaboration and digitization is well covered in scientific B2C literature and both
industry experts aswell as consultancies offer seemingly endless amounts of practical
advice, little is known with regard to the B2B sector (Miller, 2012). Adding to
the matter’s complexity, the B2B sector is rather heterogeneous consisting of four
fundamentally different business models (Backhaus & Voeth, 2014). Out of these
four, the so-called large project business (LPB) has enjoyed the least coverage in
existing literature and also shares the fewest communalities with the B2C sector,
therefore making a particularly insightful object of investigation.

Based on these considerations, our paper poses the following research question:
How do increasing levels of collaboration and digitization transform the principles
of LPB? To answer this question, section “Fundamentals of Large Project Business
(LPB)” delineates the concept of LPB and describe its modus operandi as compared
to other B2B business models. Section “Collaboration as a Key Characteristic of
LPB” gives special focus to the role of collaboration, which has already been cru-
cial in the past and which gains even more importance in today’s globalized world.
Section “Enlargement of Collaboration Partners in Times of Digitization” narrows
down the effects of collaboration and digitization to three concrete examples: contract
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Fig. 10.1 Typology of B2B Business Models (Backhaus & Voeth, 2014)

negotiation, organizational charts, and advanced tools. Finally, section “Conclusion”
closes with a short conclusion. Our contribution is to provide one of the first analyses
of the impact of collaboration, digitization, and their interplay from a B2B and espe-
cially LPB perspective based on three clear-cut examples, which we deem highly
illustrative of the forces at work. In contrast to the widespread belief that digitiza-
tion impacts B2C businesses earlier and more strongly than their B2B counterparts
(Backhaus & Voeth, 2014), we show that there is plenty of evidence against this
cliché.

Fundamentals of Large Project Business (LPB)

In light of the broad range of B2B products, companies, and industries observed
in practice, several authors such as Kleinaltenkamp (2001), Plinke (1997), and
Richter (2001) have proposed typologies to structure the field. One of the most
widely accepted typologies comes from Backhaus and Voeth (2014) and distin-
guishes between four different B2B businessmodels along the following dimensions:
(Fig. 10.1)

(1) Individual customer versus anonymous market: B2B customers can be either
very few and thereforewell identifiable ormany and thereforemore anonymous.
The latter resemblesB2Cmarket structures asB2Cconsumers are almost always
too many to e.g., develop intense seller-buyer relationships, truly customize
products, and target them with personalized marketing messages.
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(2) One-time transaction versus repeated transactions: B2B customers may either
buy only once or repeatedly.

(3) Supplier quasi-rent versus no supplier quasi-rent: Suppliers may have or have
not quasi-rents. The quasi-rent describes the supplier’s investment specificity
and therefore the switching costs, which can increase productivity while also
restricting asset application possibilities. In particular, quasi-rents are defined
as “[…] the excess of value over its salvage value, i.e., its value in its next best
use to another renter” (Klein, Crawford, & Alchian, 1978).

(4) Customer quasi-rent versus no customer quasi-rent: analogous to (3).

The resulting four business models can be described as follows:

(1) The product business is characterized by an anonymous target market, one-time
transactions, and the absence of both supplier as well as customer rents. In
essence, this boils down to selling commodities. Typical examples are screws
or computer hard drives. This business model shares the most similarities with
classical B2C business models.

(2) The system business is characterized by an anonymous market, repeated trans-
actions, no supplier quasi-rent but the presence of customer quasi-rents. Typical
examples include office furniture and SAP software as products are comple-
mentary to each other and form a modular system. Once one has decided to
make the initial purchase, there is a lock-in effect due to switching costs with
regard to follow-up purchases.

(3) The integration business is characterized by few, identifiable customers,
repeated transactions, and the presence of both supplier and customer quasi-
rents. A typical example is an automotive supplier building a production line
for a given OEM. Both the supplier as well as the OEM are highly dependent
on the other party as reflected by the presence of mutual quasi-rents.

(4) Lastly, LPB as the subject of this paper is characterized by few, identifiable cus-
tomers, one-time transactions, and the presence (absence) of supplier (customer)
quasi-rents. Typical examples include rolling mills, power plants, and offshore
wind parks, which are all technically complex systems of high monetary value
(Backhaus &Voeth, 2014). Products are custom-made for each customer result-
ing in non-reciprocal quasi-rents on the supplier’s side. To compete against the
relatively small number of worldscale competitors in LPB, a company needs
different technical and commercial competencies that vary from customer to
customer.

Since LPB has rarely been addressed in existing literature so far and since it shares
the least similarities with classical B2C business models, it represents a suitable
object of analysis for this paper.
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Collaboration as a Key Characteristic of LPB

Central Impact Factors

Managing LPB regularly means to bring together process and product know-how
from different technical areas (like mechanics, mechatronics and electrical works)
and companies on a project-specific basis. Moreover, the customer requires an indi-
vidual solution that works reliably and meets the defined targets (e.g., “allowed
downtimes” or “minimal output”; Backhaus&Voeth, 2014; Günter, 2013). Although
project-specific competence mergers were historically the main reason for the broad
and intensive collaboration in LPB, a large set of other reasons to collaborate has
emerged in themeantime. Figure 10.2 contains a list of those reasonswhichBackhaus
and Gnam (1999) consider as central impact factors in this context.

This non-exhaustive list of reasons to call LPB a collaborative business
explains/accounts for the growing sizes of supplier coalitions (Backhaus & Gnam,
1999). In particular, the highlighted criteria #1, #3, #5 and #8 mainly determine size
and structure of the alliances (see the following sections for an explanation why these
criteria have led to coalitions with more and smaller members).

If one takes out these four dominant criteria, five criteria remain. These five criteria
as a cluster are named “miscellaneous” not because they are less important, but their
importance varies from situation to situation (Backhaus & Gnam, 1999). If patents
are relevant, they are a strong argument in that situation. In other settings, patents

No. Label Short Descrip on

1 Pooling of Know-how Single supplier does not have enough Know-how to manage the
project alone

2 Risk fIgnirahs the total project risk is too high to be handled by one supplier

3 Financial structuring

LPs regularly need an efficient financing structure that only can be
realized, if one can get credit insurance in foreign countries which is
linked to deliveries from that country these makes is necessary to join
the coali on

4 Wanted by customer The customer asks the supplier to include a special supplier into in the
coali on

5 Local manufacturing Legal prescrip on to produce parts of the order in customer country

6 Patents Enlargement of partners because a technology is needed that is
owned by a special supplier

7 Capacity enlargement LP is too big for one supplier

8 “Cheapening” Looking for partners who can “cheapen” the project-costs

9 Compe tor reduc on By collabora ng between compe tors the number of compe tors can
be reduced

10 …

Fig. 10.2 Reasons for collaboration in LPBs (Backhaus & Gnam, 1999)
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may not be a driver at all. See Fig. 10.2 for a detailed description what the potential
drivers are and how they contribute to the effect of growing collaboration units.

LPB and the Four Dominant Criteria

Criteria #1 (Pooling of Know-how) and #3 (Financial Structuring) are considered to
be dominant because they are relevant with almost every order. As we have already
pointed out, know-how pooling is the basic criterion that historically led to the effect
of collaboration within LPB (Backhaus & Voeth, 2014; Backaus & Gnam, 1999).
Furthermore, almost every LP has to be order financedwhich is why suppliers have to
find credit agencies (e.g., private banks or other special institutions that are prepared
to finance industrial projects like the IBRD, International Bank for Reconstruction
and Development, shortly called World Bank).

To finance a project in dimensions of a billion dollars or even more, these insti-
tutions ask for international credit insurance (Backhaus, Brüne, & Wiegand, 2013).
In all exporting countries, government supported public credit insurances have been
installed providing exporters with the demanded credit risk coverages. These serve
as a prerequisite for getting credits.

As all credit agencies—the German credit insurance company is called Euler-
Hermes—have only limited budgets for individual countries, suppliers are often
forced to get insurance and financial support from those countries that still have dis-
posable budgets (Häberle, 2002). The supplier has to put together piece by piece like
a puzzle in order to construct a complete financing and insurance package (financial
engineering; Backhaus & Voeth, 2014). However, driven by political considerations,
national insurers often ask supplier coalitions for national manufacturing in order to
stimulate their local economies. This requires suppliers to make the local player a
member of the supply consortium (Häberle, 2002), thereby enlarging the coalition
(criterion #5).

Another supply-sided problem is the “Cheapening Criterion” (criterion #8). The
rationale behind this criterion is as follows: to offer a competitive price, it may be
a solution to find partners from countries with lower price levels. As a consequence
of both the criteria “local manufacturing” and “cheapening”, the project manager
sometimes has to integrate partners from 20 countries or more in order to obtain the
required financial package, which in turn makes collaboration ever more complex
(Siepert, 1987).
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Enlargement of Collaboration Partners in Times
of Digitization

As we have shown, the number of coalition partners in LPB has always been larger
than in other types of projects. In times of globalization and quickly developing
economies in emerging countries, this number tends to grow even bigger. As a sec-
ond megatrend, digitization has proved to be an omnipresent force with enormous
potential of disruption. These two developments have some severe consequences for
the mechanics of LPB.With large projects that have a two-digit number of consortial
partners, managing the supplier alliance in times of digitization is a challenge. It
gets even more complicated when—as often observed in practice—partners are not
only more numerous, but come from different countries. The following sections will
analyze in detail three illustrative effects of increased levels of collaboration and
digitization on LPB, respectively: contract negotiation, organizational charts, and
advanced tools.

Negotiating the Contract: Key to Legal Aspects

As customers and collaborating partners are located all around the world, the consor-
tium is embedded into diverging legal frames (Backhaus & Gnam, 1999). In theory,
the supplier should therefore have legal knowledge with respect to the specialties of
almost every country in the world. As this is impossible to realize, players in LPB
have developed contractual designs that enable the partners to build their own statute
regulations and thus do not have to recur on the general rules of national legislation.
It is this contract, which shall give the answer on any question that may arise. Excep-
tions become relevant only in those cases where national regulation is mandatory
(e.g., in case of exclusion of liability or gross negligence) or if a claim comes up
which is not accounted for in the contract. In these cases, the legal answer will be
given by the respective national law. As it can be seen, a good contract is of mayor
importance in LPB. But what makes a contract a good one? This is a question of
perspective: we distinguish between a customer contract (CC) and a supplier contract
(SC). The CC addresses the outer relationship between the customer and the seller
as a whole, while the SC is mainly directed towards the inner relationship between
coalition partners. The CC (also called “vertical contract”) defines rights and obli-
gations that may become relevant between supplier and customer, usually following
a four-chapter-structure that can be taken as a check list during customer-supplier
negotiations (for more details see Backhaus & Uekermann, 1990):

(1) Technical solution
(2) Commercial conditions
(3) Contract execution
(4) Breach of contract
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The SC relates to two groups of rules, namely those

(1) which deal with regulating how to internally handle claims stemming from the
CC (example: who is responsible for a delayed delivery and how to handle the
claim?),

(2) regulating intra-coalition claims and obligations without a customer claim being
involved (example: employee of supplier A damages the equipment of supplier
B. If there will be no general delay from that event, A and B still have to be
clear about their legal rights and obligations.).

Importantly, the SC as the inner relationship cannot contain paragraphs that do
not match the conditions of the CC as the outer relationship (e.g., the CC promises
a penalty in case of delay, but the SC frees all partners from paying). Thus, the
SC is valid only if it matches the conditions of the CC, which raises the need for
homologation of both contracts.

The Effect of Larger Coalitions—New Liability Concepts

As outlined before, today’s supplier coalitions tend to grow big, which moves the
SC into the center of attention. As the number of consortium partners increases, the
order volume per partner naturally has to shrink. This makes it necessary to develop
new liability concepts on the supplier side since traditional liability rules based on
the no-fault-principle do not work anymore (Backhaus & Molter, 1984): Imagine a
consortium with 10 partners handling a penalized EUR 100m project. The partners
have agreed on the following contract clause addressing the consequences of a delay
in delivery time: “The supply consortium will deliver hard- and software specified
in Appendix A of this contract until March 15, 2020. In case of delay the suppliers
will pay a penalty of 1% of the order volume per delayed week up to the maximum
of 10% of the order volume if the delay lasts 10 weeks or longer”. What does this
mean for the penalty to pay in case of being 10 weeks late (worst case)? Assumed
the 10 partners all have the same portion of the EUR 100m order volume (EUR 10m)
and one partner is responsible for the delay, he has to pay the entire penalty which
also amounts to EUR 10m—eating up his entire order volume.

As this is unreasonable, we need another concept for growing alliances. Such a
concept could be the pre-liability concept (PLC): the basic idea is to split all liabilities
in pre- and post-liabilities (see Fig. 10.3; Backhaus &Molter, 1984). The consortium
member, who has caused the delay, is liable for an a priori determined part of the
damage value—regularly the liability percentage defined in the customer contract,
not on the entire order volume but rather on his own order volume. The rest will be
paid according to the respective order shares of the coalition members. This concept
socializes parts of payments for damages among the partners. Empirical analyses
of new risk distributions have shown that besides the traditional liability concept
based on the no-fault-principle, three alternatives can be observed in practice (see
Fig. 10.3).
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The effective burden of contractual penalty as a function of the relevant parameters of the
responsible consortial partner non-responsible consortial partner

C
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e
2
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C
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Fig. 10.4 Graphical illustration of different liability rules (Backhaus & Molter, 1984)

Column 2 specifies the liability effects depending on the SC. Column 3 (4)
describes the liability effects of the different cases on the non-responsible (responsi-
ble) consortial members. Regarding the regulations of the pre-liability, they seem to
be quite similar. However, looking at Fig. 10.4 as the graphical representation of the
formulae in Fig. 10.3, it becomes clear that the effects of cases 2–4 on the penalty to
be paid vary to a high extent. Simulating the effect of variations in the two parameters
qi (order share of the responsible consortial member) and the liability rule shows that
their influence is in fact non-linear, except for case 3. Why is that? Case 3 is the only
variant where the non-responsible partner can avoid any payment at all. Case 4 in
comparison with case 2 shows that growing pre-liability rates in combination with
shrinking consortial shares may lead to considerable higher payments.

The Effect of Digitization—Software-Aided Contract Negotiation

With an ever-bigger number of consortial partners, increased importance of the SC,
and sophisticated liability rules, negotiation of such contracts has become a highly
complex endeavor. While negotiation research has been the exclusive domain of
game-theorists, economists, psychologists, and management/marketing scholars for
decades, computer science and artificial intelligence (AI) have entered the arena
with the advent of digitization. Historically, the application of AI in the context
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of negotiation is rooted in computers’ ability to win complex games such as chess
(Hsu, 2002) or poker (Spice & Allen, 2017) against human opponents. For any such
game, it can be assumed that there is a winning strategy—the Nash Equilibrium,
as game theory calls it (Nash, 1950). In order to identify this winning strategy,
computers can teach themselves which actions to take (and which not) by means of
reinforcement learning and Bayesian belief update processes, i.e. practicing trillions
of games against a clone of itself (Gershgorn, 2017; Zeng&Sycara, 1998). Especially
playing poker resembles a LPB-like negotiation as both situations are characterized
by high levels of uncertainty with regard to variables such as the counterparty’s cards
or negotiation goals—something called “imperfect knowledge” in game theory.

Inspired by such developments in the field of gaming, a broad body of literature
on autonomous software agents in negotiations has emerged. The investigated issues
range from the effect of different algorithms on negotiation outcomes and welfare to
the role of different bidding strategies (e.g., Faratina, Sierra, & Jennings, 2002; Ros
& Sierra, 2006). Since the aim of our article is to illustrate the impact of collaboration
and digitization in LPB on a macro level, a detailed review of the various kinds of
algorithmic implementation would exceed our scope. It must be noted, however, that
machine-machine negotiations, as investigated in the majority of these publications,
represent a rather unlikely scenario both today and in the near future (Yang, Falcao,
Delicado, & Ortony, 2014). In contrast, machine-human negotiations become
more likely as technology advances. In such an environment, having the computer
negotiate with business partners, sub-contractors, and customers may imply both
benefits as well as threats: on the one hand, a well-trained software agent may close
better deals than even the most experienced senior executive, e.g. because—unlike
humans—AI is not prone to psychological biases such as loss aversion (here and
in the following, Lin & Kraus 2010). In case of a lack of experienced negotiators,
AI may still compensate for weakly trained negotiation skills and poorly qualified
employees. Before actual negotiations, AI could also serve for training purposes
in order to obtain the required skills. On the other hand, the process of negotiation
oftentimes is a deeply human one and especially in the case of business partners and
sub-contractors, it may represent the beginning of a long-lasting relationship. This
may get overshadowed by perceptions of anonymity andmistrust as a result of having
the computer negotiate. However, AI can adopt various strategies such as tactically
disclosing negotiation goals to appear more human-like (Yang et al. 2014) as well
as making multiple simultaneous-equivalent offers or delay acceptance in order to
better understand the counterparty’s preferences and achieve a win-win situation
(Yang, Singhal, and Xu 2014). Using these and similar strategies has shown to both
improve the negotiation outcome (e.g., in terms of individual utility, joint utility, or
distance to Pareto-efficient solution) and the human’s attitude towards the software
agent, thus opening the door for a fruitful collaboration in the future.
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Fig. 10.5 Alternative legal
forms of supplier coalitions
(Backhaus & Voeth, 2014)
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A basic decision in any alliance has to be made on the legal handling of different
forms of cooperation. Basically we differentiate between two legal forms:

(1) General contractor model
(2) Project-specific consortium

For the differences between general contracting and a consortium see Fig. 10.5.
The general contractor is characterized by being the only representative of the

supplier coalition to sign the customer contract (Backhaus & Voeth, 2014; Günter,
2013). Therefore, the general contractor is also the only one who has a direct con-
tractual relationship with the customer. For the fulfilment of the contract, the general
contractor places orders with sub-contractors. However, these sub-contractors are
not liable for the delivery of the complete system, but only the general contractor.

In turn, a consortium can be understood as an unregistered company characterized
by “joint and several liability”. This means that each partner of the consortium is
fully liable for any damage that the consortium as a whole or any of the involved
partners may have caused (Backhaus & Voeth, 2014).
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for clients - only one nego a ng partner
- overall risk under one roof

- performance shares can be
nego ated directly
- liability basis increases

for suppliers - personal contribu on is free
determinable with a general contractor
- free choice of subcontractors
- reference advantage

- risk share decreases for all suppliers
- direct client contact not just for the
general contractor but for all members
of a consor um (reference)
- financing aids may be used, if as a
requirement all direct client contacts
are given

for clients - maybe lower liability basis at the
supplier
- if own know-how is great, in some
circumstances it might be mandatory
to give up performances which could
be self performed

- more nego a ng partners
- must be able to judge the interface
problems

for suppliers - if delivery condi ons can not be
passed on
- bigger risk for the general contractor

- higher costs through coordina on
requirements
- direct liability access to all members
of a consor um

Benefits

Disadvantages

General contrac ng Consor a

Fig. 10.6 Advantages and disadvantages of legal forms (Backhaus & Voeth, 2014)

The Effect of Larger Coalitions—Tendency Towards Consortia

Both legal forms have advantages and disadvantages. These are demonstrated in
Fig. 10.6. While coalitions with smaller numbers of coalition partners may favor
the consortium type of organization, growing numbers of consortial partners may
make this type unattractive for various reasons (here and in the following Backhaus
& Voeth, 2014):

(1) The supplier network becomes less transparent and the individual partner has
less control. Therefore, many partners refrain from being made responsible for
possible failures, which they had no power to prevent from happening. This
development reinforces the need for new liability agreements.

(2) Coordination effort increases exponentially the more partners participate in a
consortium leading to high friction loss and major inefficiencies. This is already
a problem in the inner relationship between suppliers and can reach dramatic
dimensions with regard to the outer relationship between customer and supplier.

(3) As a sub-domain of (2), negotiation effort increases with more partners joining
an alliance.
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The Effect of Digitization—Platform-Driven Partner Identification

Due to the trend of ever-larger alliances, which in turn make consortial forms of
organization less attractive, the general contractor model gains increasing popularity.
However, finding suitable sub-contractors in the traditional, offlineway can represent
a major challenge for many general contractors due to two primary reasons: first, as
noted before, such networks may reach difficult-to-manage dimensions due to often-
times very specialized customer requirements, which implies that a high number of
sub-contractors has to be identified. Second, since each project is unique, one can rely
only partly (if at all) on existing networks and former relationships. Here is where
digitization comes in: apart from providing cheap, quick, and easy-to-use research
possibilities such as Google’s search application, which is increasingly used by B2B
purchasers to gain information about business partners (Backhaus, Bröker, Brüne, &
Gausling, 2013; Backhaus, Brüne, &Wiegand, 2013), digitization has paved the way
for what is known as online reverse auctions (ORAs)—online platforms where sub-
contractors bid for contracts (Sashi & O’Leary, 2002). Finding business partners via
ORAs has shown to save time, effort, and ultimately costs because better candidates
are identified at lower prices (Emiliani, 2000). However, attributing these achieve-
ments to digitization would be a premature oversimplification considering that tra-
ditional offline tenders have a similar effect. The digitization-induced advancement
may rather be found in the surrounding service landscape, which not only helps to
find suitable sub-contractors but guides collaboration at virtually every stage of the
project in a way that would not be possible for offline tenders. For instance, the
Oracle-owned platform GradeBeam offers contractors a matching algorithm, which
refines the distribution of bid invitations to sub-contractors and thus helps reaching
the most relevant ones (here and in the following, Oracle, 2016). Further down the
process, GradeBeam provides pre-qualification services for shortlisted candidates,
thereby reducing the risk of making a false choice due to lack of experience and/or
heavy information asymmetries. Even later in the process, once the sub-contractor
has been found, GradeBeam offers performance tracking and success evaluation far
beyond the phase of tender preparation all the way through until the project’s end.
Finally, all data associated with this collaboration process and its different stages is
collected, analyzed, and visualized in a central database at the general contractor’s
disposal. Looking at potential drawbacks of using such ORA platforms, it has to be
noted that some contractors might have security and privacy concerns. Especially in
the context of sensitive infrastructure or defense projects, business partners will be
less willing to share information of the described extent with platform owners.

The above example shows not only how digitization radically alters the way
sub-contractors can be found today—it also documents the manifold benefits and
a potential downside for general contractors. However, ORA platforms function
as two-sided markets, which are characterized by two distinct customer groups,
to which the platform sells two different products (Rysman, 2009). While general
contractors represent the first customer group, one also has to take into consideration
the sub-contractors’ interests as addressed in the following: on the positive side, sup-
pliers also benefit from a highly convenient and time-efficient way to learn about new
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business opportunities, tools for smoother communication, and ultimately reduced
cost of sales (Smeltzer & Carr, 2002). In addition, the above mentioned matching
algorithms could provide proactive recommendations on which projects to bid.
This would not only maximize success probability but also allow especially small
sub-contractors to focus their limited resources only on projects, which match their
specific competencies. On the negative side, this kind of new transparency is not
available to the focal sub-contractor exclusively and therefore most likely increases
competition (Smeltzer & Carr, 2002). Higher competition may in turn lead to lower
prices and smaller profits for suppliers. Further, there is a certain risk to put effort
into an ORA when in fact general contractors are not interested in a real offer but
only seek to understand the market dynamics in order to increase negotiation power
for a deal with a different supplier. In conclusion, the benefit-risk tradeoff appears
less favorable for sub-contractors than for general contractors as there are fewer
adjacent services and increased competition.

Advanced Tools

Another consequence of a growing number of coalition members is the need of
owning adequate management tools and an appropriate culture in many—especial-
ly—supplier coalitions. While there seems to be a complete lack of literature on the
impact of company culture in the context of LPB, a hardly overseeable offer of tools
for project management is available. Googling for the term “project management
tool” ends up with more than 14 million hits with software solutions in the lead. The
tools encompass time- and cost-optimizing concepts as well as tracking systems or
interface systems that concentrate on integrating the project management tools into
other systems like ERP or PPS.

The Effect of Larger Coalitions—Software Standardization

The main priority of any LPB project manager is to ensure smooth coordination
between the different business partners participating in the project. Problems of
communication, supply chain alignment etc. have the potential to cause severe project
delays, which would be penalized as outlined previously. To avoid this, a whole array
of tools is at his or her disposal and althoughmost of themare to some extent software-
based as explained above, specific forms of organizations including responsibility
distribution or feedback culture should also be mentioned in this context.

To come up with a coordinated system, interfaces between these various software
solutions need to be aligned. The probability that different software packages are
used and consequently that their interfaces are not (fully) compatible rises with a
larger number of consortial members. This phenomenon is not limited to LPB and
in fact, most people may have experienced incompatibility issues in their personal
life—however, in practice, the cost of this problem is often underestimated and
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literature is silent about its severeness. To solve this issue, there exist three main
approaches:

(1) The first solution is to keep the number of different systems as low as possible in
order to avoid compatibility problems. This requires neither changes nor effort
from the software developers’ side, but LPB companies need to find a (possibly
difficult-to-reach) consensus regarding which tools to apply.

(2) The second solution is to aim for interface standardization such that the software
packages themselves can be kept, but the intersections become fully compatible
to each other. This approach requires significant investments on the software
developers’ side while users can stick with their familiar routines.

(3) The third solution is to develop new tools that are fully compatible by nature,
such as browser-based software. New tools would require considerable effort
from both developers as well as users. Since these services have emerged along
with the progress of digitization and heavily rely on technologies such as cloud
computing etc., they will be discussed in more detail in the next chapter.

The Effect of Digitization—Virtual Organizations

A virtual organization can be considered as an alternative to conventional forms
of corporate organization involving physically detached and disseminated entities
connected through digital technologies (Gupta, 1997). Originally, the concept was
used to describe service-like organizational constellations where value creation is
more dependent on immaterial skills and knowledge rather than physical machinery
(The Economist, 2009). However, in times of ever-larger consortia spread across
the globe, virtual organizations have also turned into the backbone of collaboration
between LPB partners. This development was enabled through the emergence of var-
ious new technologies aiming at the reduction of collaboration barriers: for instance,
cloud computing has paved the way for ubiquitous, simultaneous, and instantaneous
access to shared resources through storing documents, applications, and services on
centralized webservers (Hassan, 2011). Relying on this technology, applications like
Google Docs allow multiple authors to edit a document simultaneously and let the
authors observe the others’ changes in real time (Google, 2017). So-called wikis are
another tool which is based on a cloud-like idea that has gained widespread popu-
larity: Wikis are websites whose content is contributed by a potentially unlimited
number of authors, who are not defined in advance and who typically do not have a
leader (Encyclopedia Britannica, 2007). Authors do not need any website program-
ming skills as the infrastructure is provided in form of a browser-based text editor
without further add-ons (Leuf & Cunningham, 2001). In addition, wiki entries are
connected to each other via hyperlinks, which promotes meaningful topic associa-
tion. Invented by computer programmers Bo Leuf and Ward Cunningham in 2001,
the Hawaiian word “wiki” means “quick” (Leuf & Cunningham, 2001). The most
famous wiki is probably wikipedia.org ranking among the top ten most visited web-
sites globally since 2007 (Alexa, 2017). In the case of LPB, companies operate private
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wikis as knowledge management resources, notetaking tools, community websites,
or intranets.

Both these examples, Google Docs and wikis, show how LPB consortia can orga-
nize themselves virtually by means of digital tools. What are the effects of such
developments? On the one hand, there are effects rooted in the organizational change
and on the other hand, there are effects stemming from the concrete application of the
above mentioned tools. Regarding the former, virtual organizations clearly increase
corporate flexibility, agility, and responsiveness as business partners do not have to
resort to more bureaucratic forms of collaboration (Maccoby, 1991). What is more,
virtual organizations as a whole as well as the separate members can better exploit
their comparative advantages as they can focus on their core competencies and pool
the remaining requirements (Igbaria & Tan, 1998). Isaca (2001) further found that
virtual organizations are 30–50% more productive on average and significantly less
prone to errors, which ultimately also leads to cost savings. These advantages stand
in sharp contrast to the challenges that come along with virtual organizations. These
mainly stem from the danger to neglect human nature in an increasingly anonymous
process of collaboration: first, virtual interaction implies reduced face-to-face contact
and therefore more room for misunderstandings. Lee (2014) observes lower levels of
communication intensity in virtual organizations compared to physical ones, which
is generally viewed as detrimental with regard to the project’s success. In addition,
Lee (2014) shows that participating partners are oftentimes confronted with a latent
clash of organizational cultures, which does not get addressed as diligently as in other
forms of cooperation such as post-merger integration in M&A. Lastly, Lee (2014)
points out that virtual collaboration tends to hinder the cultivation of interpersonal
relationships and trust among business partners.

On a lower level, the usage of digital collaboration tools such as cloud-based
and cloud-like technology (wikis) also triggers various effects which go beyond the
general ones presented above. On the one hand, collaboration has become more
democratic and hierarchies have flattened since contributions to wikis etc. can be
made on the spot without being filtered before. In fact, Leuf and Cunningham (2001)
emphasize that wiki authorship must not be limited to experts in the traditional sense
as content should be written by users for users. As a second consequence, reading
what others have contributed in real time may result in higher levels of inspira-
tion and creativity for the author’s own contribution as it resembles idea generation
approaches such as the 635-method (Rohrbach, 1969). This may ultimately lead to
higher output quality at increased speed. On the other hand, having various authors
edit and manipulate content and data simultaneously oftentimes results in redundan-
cies and poor structure. In the worst possible case, the absence of revision and control
can even lead to erroneous content being disseminated. This is why version control
systems (VCSs) as another popular tool were called into existence: VCSs originally
come from the field of software engineering, where a programming code is created
in teams and needs to be reviewed by the other team members before implemen-
tation. The application tracks the changes to any given document and signs them
with a timestamp, such that erroneous parts can be removed by retrieving a previous
version. At the simplest level, this involves only saving a new copy of the document



10 How Collaboration and Digitization Transform … 223

whenever a change has been made. At the more sophisticated level, a project can
be partitioned into trunks and branches that can be approved, discarded, merged, or
separated further while also recording meta data such as authorship, comments, tags
etc. In conclusion, since the threats of using cloud-based and cloud-like collabora-
tive infrastructure can be mitigated by deploying version control, the advantages will
most likely dominate.

Conclusion

Collaboration and digitization are omnipresent buzzwords in today’s business world.
While numerous publications, consultancies, curricula etc. address the undisputable
effect of these two phenomena on B2C industries, the B2B sector and especially LPB
tend to fall off the radar. LPB has always been characterized by the demand for close
collaboration and while some of the resulting consequences were happily embraced
in practice, others were largely neglected. However, the situation has changed with
the rise of digitization and there are interaction effects between both phenomena that
cannot be ignored any longer. Yet, we did not come across any publication dedi-
cated to the effect of digitization and its interplay with collaboration in a B2B or
LPB setting. This paper represents a first step towards filling this gap by contrasting
how LPB used to operate (and to a large extent still continues to do so today) and
how collaboration and digitization revolutionize this industry. Three examples are
analyzed in particular: First, contracts now feature new forms of liability agreements
and are negotiated by automated software agents. Second, there is a trend away from
consortia in favor of general contractor models, which is supported by ORA plat-
forms easing the search for and management of sub-contractors by providing a rich
variety of surrounding services. Third, virtual organizations and digital collaboration
tools alter the way how business partners collaborate on a day-to-day basis render-
ing physical contact (almost) needless. While these three examples may not be the
only changes brought by digitization into LPB, they nicely illustrate the disruptive
potential coming along with these forces. As our work is purely conceptual, we hope
to stimulate further studies into this direction that may also provide empirical proof
and quantification of the outlined effects.

References

Alexa. (2017). The top 500 sites on the web. Retrieved November 7, 2017, from https://www.alex
a.com/topsites.

Backhaus, K., Bröker, O., Brüne, P., & Gausling, P. (2013). Digitale Medien in B2B-
Beschaffungsprozessen - eine explorative Untersuchung. Working Paper No. 52, Institut für
Anlagen und Systemtechnologien, Westfälische Wilhelms-Universität Münster.

https://www.alexa.com/topsites


224 K. Backhaus and U. König

Backhaus, K., Brüne, P. A., & Wiegand, N. (2013). Auftragsfinanzierung und Financial Engineer-
ing. In M. Kleinaltenkamp, W. Plinke, & I. Geiger (Eds.), Auftrags- und Projektmanagement
(pp. 137–173). Wiesbaden: Springer Gabler.

Backhaus,K.,&Gnam,P. (1999).Vertragsmanagement im internationalen Anlagengeschäft. Berlin:
unpublished manuscript.

Backhaus, K., & Molter, W. (1984). Auswirkungen verwirkter Pönale - Finanzielle Konsequenzen
alternativer interner Haftungsregelungen bei konsortial errichteten Industrieanlagen. ZfbF, 36(3),
183–199.

Backhaus, K., & Uekermann, H. (1990). Projektfinanzierung: eine Methode zur Finanzierung von
Großprojekten. Wirtschaftswissenschaftliches Studium, 19(3), 106–112.

Backhaus,K.,&Voeth,M. (2014). Industriegütermarketing.München:Verlag FranzVahlenGmbH.
Emiliani, M. L. (2000). Business-to-business online auctions: Key issues for purchasing process
improvement. Supply Chain Management: An International Journal, 5(4), 176–186.

Encyclopedia Britannica. (2007). Wiki. Retrieved November 7, 2017, from https://www.britannic
a.com/topic/wiki.

Faratina, P., Sierra, C., & Jennings, N. R. (2002). Using similarity criteria to make issue trade-offs
in automated negotiations. Artificial Intelligence, 142(2), 205–237.

Gershgorn, D. (2017). How a poker-playing AI is learning to negotiate better than any human.
Retrieved November 07, 2017, from https://qz.com/907896/how-poker-playing-ai-libratus-is-le
arning-to-negotiate-better-than-any-human/.

Google. (2017). Google Docs—Create and edit documents online, for free. Retrieved November 7,
2017, from https://www.google.com/docs/about/.

Günter, B. (2013). Projektkooperationen. In M. Kleinaltenkamp, W. Plinke, & I. Geiger (Eds.),
Auftrags- und Projektmanagement (pp. 383–422). Wiesbaden: Springer Gabler.

Gupta, J.N.D. (1997).Association for Information Systems Proceedings of the Americas Conference
on Information Systems, 15–17 August 1997. Indianapolis (pp. 417–419).

Häberle, S. (2002). Handbuch der Außenhandelsfinanzierung. München, Wien: Oldenbourg.
Hassan,Q. F. (2011).Demystifying cloud computing.The Journal of Defense Software Engineering,
16–21.

Hsu, F.-h. (2002). Behind deep blue. Building the computer that defeated the world chess champion.
Princeton: Princeton University Press.

Igbaria, M., & Tan, M. (1998). The virtual workplace. London: Idea group Publishing.
Isaca. (2001). Understanding virtual organizations. Retrieved October 10, 2014, from https://www.
google.com/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=1&ved=0ahUKEwjIksfM8__bAh
VIOhQKHSDfAR8QFgg0MAA&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.vodppl.upm.edu.my%2Fupload
s%2Fdocs%2FUnderstanding%2520Virtual%2520Organizations.docx&usg=AOvVaw3_-GW
UkHkymm1CS2rOYUm-.

Klein, B., Crawford, R. G., & Alchian, A. A. (1978). Vertical integration, appropriable rents, and
the competitive contracting process. The Journal of Law & Economics, 21(2), 297–326.

Kleinaltenkamp, M. (2001). Business-to-business-marketing. Wiesbaden: Gabler.
Lee,M.R. (2014).Leading virtual project teams: Adapting leadership theories and communications

techniques to 21st century organizations. Boca Raton: Auerbach Publications.
Leuf, B., & Cunningham, W. (2001). The wiki way: Collaboration and sharing on the internet:

Quick collaboration on the web. London: Pearson Education.
Lin, R., & Kraus, S. (2010). Can automated agents proficiently negotiate with humans? Communi-

cations of the ACM, 53(1), 78–88.
Loebbecke, C., & Picot, A. (2015). Reflections on societal and business model transformation
arising from digitization and big data analytics: A research agenda. The Journal of Strategic
Information Systems, 24(3), 149–157.

Maccoby,M. (1991). Closing themotivation gap.Research-Technology Management, 34(1), 50–51.
Miller,M. (2012).B2B digital marketing: Using the web to market directly to business. Indianapolis:
Que Publishing.

Nash, J. F. (1950). The bargaining problem. Econometrica, 18(2), 155–162.

https://www.britannica.com/topic/wiki
https://qz.com/907896/how-poker-playing-ai-libratus-is-learning-to-negotiate-better-than-any-human/
https://www.google.com/docs/about/
https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&amp;rct=j&amp;q=&amp;esrc=s&amp;source=web&amp;cd=1&amp;ved=0ahUKEwjIksfM8__bAhVIOhQKHSDfAR8QFgg0MAA&amp;url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.vodppl.upm.edu.my%2Fuploads%2Fdocs%2FUnderstanding%2520Virtual%2520Organizations.docx&amp;usg=AOvVaw3_-GWUkHkymm1CS2rOYUm-


10 How Collaboration and Digitization Transform … 225

Oracle. (2016). How do general contractors find their subcontractors and why should you care?
Retrieved November 7, 2017, from http://www.texturacorp.com/bidmanagement-blog/how-do-g
eneral-contractors-find-their-subcontractors-and-why-should-you-care/.

Plinke, W. (1997). Grundlagen des Geschäftsbeziehungsmanagements. In W. Plinke &M. Kleinal-
tenkamp (Eds.), Geschäftsbeziehungsmanagement im Technischen Vertrieb (pp. 1–62). Berlin.

Richter, H. P. (2001). Investitionsgütermarketing: Business-to-Business-Marketing von Indus-
triegüterunternehmen. München: Fachbuchverlag Leipzig.

Rohrbach, B. (1969). Kreativ nach Regeln – Methode 635, eine neue Technik zum Lösen von
Problemen. Absatzwirtschaft, 12(19), 73–76.

Ros, R.,&Sierra, C. (2006). A negotiationmeta strategy combining trade-off and concessionmoves.
Autonomous agent and multiagent systems, 12(2), 163–181.

Rysman,M. (2009). The economics of two-sidedmarkets. Journal of Economic Perspectives, 23(3),
125–143.

Sashi, C. M., & O’Leary, B. (2002). The role of Internet auctions in the expansion of B2B markets.
Industrial Marketing Management, 31(2), 103–110.

Siepert, H.-M. (1987). Multinationale Anbietergemeinschaften in der Exportfinanzierung. In K.
Backhaus & H.-M. Siepert (Eds.), Auftragsfinanzierung im internationalen Anlagengeschäft
(pp. 145–162). Stuttgart: Poeschel Verlag.

Smeltzer, L. R., & Carr, A. S. (2002). Reverse auctions in industrial marketing and buying. Business
Horizons, 45(2), 47–52.

Spice, B., & Allen, G. (2017). Upping the ante: Top poker pros face off vs. artificial intelligence.
Retrieved November 7, 2017, from https://www.cmu.edu/news/stories/archives/2017/january/po
ker-pros-vs-AI.html.

The Economist. (2009). The virtual organization. Retrieved November 7, 2017, from http://www.e
conomist.com/node/14301746.

Yang, Y., Falcao, H., Delicado, N., & Ortony, A. (2014). Reducing mistrust in agent-human nego-
tiations. IEEE Intelligent Systems, 29(2), 36–43.

Yang, Y., Singhal, S., & Yunjie, X. (2014). Alternate strategies for a win-win seeking agent in
agent-human negotiations. Journal of Management Information Systems, 29(3), 223–256.

Zeng, D., & Sycara, K. (1998). Bayesian learning in negotiation. International Journal of Human-
Computer Studies, 48(1), 125–141.

http://www.texturacorp.com/bidmanagement-blog/how-do-general-contractors-find-their-subcontractors-and-why-should-you-care/
https://www.cmu.edu/news/stories/archives/2017/january/poker-pros-vs-AI.html
http://www.economist.com/node/14301746


Chapter 11
The First (Beer) Living Lab: Learning
to Sustain Network Collaboration
for Digital Innovation

Frank Frößler, Boriana Rukanova, Stefan Klein, Allen Higgins, Yao-Hua Tan
and Séamas Kelly

Introduction

There is a gap in our understanding of the social structures and collaboration pro-
cesses that sustain Living Labs, even as they gain attention as real-life experimen-
tation settings for developing and testing innovative technology. This study offers
an in-depth analysis of the first living lab of the ITAIDE research and development
programme (Tan, Bjørn-Andersen, Klein, & Rukanova, 2011).

1

The Beer Living Lab was designed as a platform for customs innovation.
2
The

problem addressed is the paradox of facilitating trade while maintaining control.
Governmental, legal and regulatory environments all have a role in safeguarding the
public good by controlling supply chainswhile at the same time facilitating economic
activity. The on-going challenge for both business and government is how to innovate

1 ITAIDE: Information Technology for Adoption and Intelligent Design for E-Government.
2Earlier versions of this article were presented at the 20th Bled eMergence conference (Froessler,
Rukanova, Klein, Tan, & Higgins, 2007) and portions published (Rukanova et al., 2011; Klein,
Higgins, & Rukanova, 2011).
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in regulated environments. Control of security, tariffs, excise and taxation raises the
risk of duplicating or contradicting administrative, informational and technical needs.
The need to enable transactions and traffic without losing control must accommodate
the complexity ofmulti-stakeholder environments straddling these public and private
domains.

In the Beer Living Lab we found that the social, attitudinal, performative, lin-
guistic processes were crucial to the initiation and management of a network of
collaboration. Our analysis reveals the importance of negotiation, sense-making,
and knowledge brokers. Living Labs demand subtle, complex social performances
from their participants to produce the effect of an inter-organisational network. The
case highlights the importance of the practice of knowledge brokers and the vary-
ing activities which must be performed at different stages of the life cycle. It also
makes a conceptual contribution by elaborating the concept of network practices on
a social level, emphasising the importance of responding to contingencies of network
collaboration over time.

What Are Living Labs?

A living lab is “a test environment for cyclical development and evaluation of complex, inno-
vative concepts and technology, as part of a real-world, operational system, inwhichmultiple
stakeholders with different background and interests work together towards a common goal,
as part of medium to long-term study” (Lucassen, Klievink, & Tavasszy, 2014).

Living labs were pioneered by William Mitchell at MIT’s Media Lab and School
of Architecture and City Planning (Eriksson, Niitamo, Kulkki, & Hribernik, 2006)
and have since been initiated in many different domains. A living lab is a “natu-
ralistic environment instrumented with sensing and observational technologies and
used for experimental evaluation” (Intille et al., 2006). In particular, the approach
mandates interventions—building and experimenting with prototypes in live envi-
ronments (Abowd et al., 2000).

The approach has been described as a “research methodology for sensing, proto-
typing, validating and refining complex solutions in multiple and evolving real-life
contexts” (Pierson & Lievens, 2005). Positioned as real-life experimental settings
for creating and evaluating new/changed technology, processes, and work practices;
they suspend old rules to test new ones, to play with the possibilities of new social
and organisational behaviours.

Living Lab Cases: Social, Spatial, Temporal Contexts

Imperfect links between academia, policy, industry and societal sectors are blamed
for innovationblocks (Burbridge, 2017) forwhichLiving labs are offered as a solution
(Canzler, Engels, Rogge, Simon, &Wentland, 2017). Unblocking the mutual flow of
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Table 11.1 General characteristics of Living Labs research designs

Dimension Description

Focus on innovation Acting to introduce novel social, organisational and
technological objects

Broad setting Comprise many people, organisations, locations, and
extended duration

Multiple methods employed Characterised as multidisciplinary research and development.
Methods are disparate and ontologically distinct

Theoretical foundations varied No one dominant theoretical foundation. Different domains
may juxtapose but are not integrative. The contribution is to
preserve theoretical complexity and distinctiveness of
situations

Source Klein, Higgins, & Rukanova, (2011)

knowledge between university and business is the focus of urban living lab initiatives
in Europe (Grotenhuis, 2017; Voytenko, McCormick, Evans, & Schliwa, 2016).

They have been used for whole-city trials of new technology applications; of
electric vehicles in Mlaga (Carillo-Aparicio, Heredia-Larrubia, & Perez-Hidalgo,
2013), for social geo-spatial mapping in Mexico (Sandoval-Almazan & Valle-Cruz,
2017).

As systemic experiments in social innovation they have been used to conduct trials
linking geographically and culturally distant sites between China and Finland (Tang,
Wu, Karhu, Hämäläinen, & Ji, 2012). They have been used to experiment with new
modes of access and engagement between rural SMEs and central government in
France, Greece, Latvia and Spain (Luccini and Angehrn, 2010). Business and com-
munities in Spain have been seeded with new technology incubators, to experiment
with it in a purely exploratory fashion (Gascó, 2017).

These examples explored novel combinations of technological apparatus (digital
ecosystem), with technology in use (so called experiential computing) in an exper-
imental social/spatial/temporal context (Nyström, Leminen, Westerlund, & Korte-
lainen, 2014). There is agreement that Living Labs refer to real-life, naturalistic
settings for testing or evaluating concepts and/or technologies. They enable learning
using in-the-wild settings as a bridge between the laboratory and the lived world; an
open, uncontrolled yet focused mode of public experimentation; (see Table 11.1).

The duration of Living Labs may also be open-ended and stakeholders (e.g. tech-
nology providers, business and public organisations, users, and researchers) involved
the whole time (Niitamo, Kulkki, Eriksson, & Hribernik, 2006). Consequently, they
activate an emergent attitude to design and innovation processes.
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Open Innovation

Not all problems addressed by technology are purely technical in nature, yet the
political mind often misreads the power of technology. Even so, it is liberating to
indulge in blue sky ormagical thinking in order to address difficult problems. Echoing
the idea of democratised innovation, a Living Laboratory mixes up the conventions
of R&D (von Hippel, 2005). Instead of pushing innovation, designs may be shaped
by emerging demands (Pierson & Lievens, 2005). Prototypes are adapted as users
employ them in unexpected ways. Users and stakeholders become the source of
innovation (Eriksson, Niitamo, Kulkki, &Hribernik, 2006; Pierson&Lievens, 2005;
Henriksen, Rukanova, & Tan, 2008).

Open innovation initiatives seek new ways of identifying value and value propo-
sitions around new arrangements of technology, product and service service (Äyväri
& Jyrämä, 2017). A focus on value implies attending to new ways of working, new
hybrids of product/service, new user behaviours and emerging needs (Björgvinsson,
Ehn, & Hillgren, 2012). They demand an intense focus on user involvement, on the
co-creation of a good through the application of prototype arrangements to explore
feasibility.

Living labs may also have a dark side. There is a tension between economic inno-
vation and social innovation (Vasin, Gamidullaeva, & Rostovskaya, 2017). So-called
SmartCities initiatives (Schaffers et al., 2011) have been accused of unrestrained data
gathering from citizens in Dutch cities (Naafs, 2018). Therefore, researchers need
to ask; whose interests are served by these experiments in systemic innovation?
The aspiration for living labs is for all stakeholders to be involved. The systemic
characteristics of living labs should enable actors to develop or uncover beneficial
social innovation. Social innovation in this sense occurs by involving the public in
collaborations that address social needs.

Contributing to the Living Labs Literature

Much of the literature on Living Labs focuses on definition and justification, offering
few insider accounts to aid and inform those involved in starting and running them
(Budweg, Schaffers, Ruland, Kristensen, & Prinz, 2011). We seek to contribute to
addressing this gap; to develop a better understanding of the practices, processes and
social dynamics that support the initiation and subsequent management of Living
Labs. As ‘development to research’ initiatives we need better tools to understand
how to successfully start them, how to galvanise actors, to achieve consensus, to
enact and learn from collaborative innovation in the wild.
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Theoretical Framework

What theories address an understanding of the origin of networks, of the situated,
contingent local world inwhich people enact their organisations and networks, which
they mesh together into bigger things? In a general sense, the term network is used to
describe the structure of ties among actors in a social system (Nohria, 1992, p. 288).
However, network studies tend to focus on the organisational or institutional level,
offering little insight into how human actors initiate and enact to produce institutional
and organisational structures. The following offers a practice theoretical view on the
interplay between actors and institutional practices in order to better interpret the
generative process of network collaboration.

A Practice Theoretical Perspective on Network Relationships

A growing body of research on network relations recognises the complementary
character of rational actor relations and relational theories. However, such work
mainly concentrates on the macro-, inter-firm level (Schultze & Orlikowski, 2004).
The problemwithmacro analysis is that it neglects the practice of individualmembers
of organisations engaging in andmanaging boundary spanning activities at the micro
level.We adopt a structuration approach (Giddens, 1984) on the ‘practice theoretical’
dynamics at work in the formation, production and reproduction of network relations.

Structuration

Structuration argues that individuals enact social structure. The apparent force or
structure of the social world comes about through recurring actions and interac-
tions. Human actors employ their context, knowledge and assumptions to pro-
duce/reproduce social practices. The impression of social structure arises through
repeated action; the performance of practices that enact ways of knowing the world.
Organisations and power structures are constituted recursively through the expres-
sion of practices, for example: interactions, expectations of interdependency or reci-
procity, norms of interpersonal relation, social protocols etc. They may extend to
inter-organisational practices and in turn constitute wider social networks (con-
sidered to be network practices)—network structures performed by knowledgeable
actors or agents (Sydow & Windeler, 1998). Thus, actor/agents such as managers
do not rely solely on institutional power or the structural properties of networks
but also draw upon the rules and resources of extra-organisational resources, civil
structure, governmental and society. Simply by enacting institutionalised practices
the members constitute/re-constitute professional, organisational and inter-firm net-
works (Schultze & Orlikowski, 2004).
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A theoretical approach informed by structuration theory appreciates that it is
individual members of organisations who enact boundary spanning practices and
activity. The focus of research should shift therefore from abstract organisational
entities to look more closely at the performance of individuals, their assumptions,
norms, expectations, protocols and routines. Rather than limiting analysis to the inter-
firm level, this approach attends to processual and contextual aspects encountered
and performed by individuals along with their interpretive schemes, beliefs, norms,
and power relationships. As our theoretical foundation it offers a principled means of
explicating contradictions, conflicts and the dynamics of network organisation and
collaboration. In the following, we shall extend the practice theoretical perspective
by referring to the communities of practice literature. We elaborate on sense-making
processes within communities and the role of human agents in facilitating knowledge
exchange across different communities.

Communities and Networks of Practice

Modes of knowing within a community are also ways of acting (Wenger, 1999).
Wenger uses the term negotiation to emphasise the productive process of meaning
construction which is historical, dynamic, contextual and unique. Meaning is contin-
uously negotiated over time as people experience the world and their engagement in
it asmeaningful. A community of practice engages constantly through the production
and reproduction of shared meaning.

Members from diverse organisations who engage in the same practices may per-
ceive themselves as a network of practice; a shared identity arising from common,
overlapping or similar practices (Brown&Duguid, 2001). Although the connections
within a network of practice are less intense than those within a community, they
do share commonalities allowing knowledge to circulate. In such networks diverse
knowledge and practices may challenge each community’s beliefs. Organisations,
consisting of multiple communities of practices, can use their myriad of beliefs as
the impetus for creativity and innovation, by tapping into and utilising the diverse
practices of its own communities (Brown & Duguid, 2000). New communities may
derive from a network of practice if they succeed in creating new sources of coher-
ence, joint enterprise, mutual engagement, and shared repertoires (Wenger, 1999).

The Knowledge Broker

Misunderstandings manifested during collaboration among different communities
are balanced against actors’ attempts to create coherence and bridge differences.
Discontinuities, gaps or incoherence between different aspects of work may be evi-
dent in the form of temporal, spatial or organisational breakdowns (Beth Watson-
Manheim, Chudoba, & Crowston, 2002). By clarifying mutual expectations, they
may overcome misunderstandings and mitigate issues introduced by discontinuities.
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The pro-active engagement of human agents as knowledge brokers is positively
related with attempts to bridge discontinuities between organisations and communi-
ties. Knowledge brokers help to generate shared tacit understanding among commu-
nities (Walsham, 2005) and increase awareness of other functional areas’ working
practices (Hayes, 2000). Brokers need sufficient knowledgeability of the practices,
working cultures and discourses of each group if they are to phrase and reframe
the interests of one community in a way which is meaningful to another (Brown
& Duguid, 2000). Social legitimacy enables these agents to facilitate knowledge
exchange and learning by way of linking and combining practices. Institutional prac-
tices such as boards, plenary sessions, formal meetings and the informal interactions
that surround them are contexts for negotiating meaning among members from dif-
ferent communities. They offer the neutral ground in which participants produce
mutual understanding and agreement (Wenger, 1999). If enacted frequently these
engagements become institutionalised and give rise to new knowledge and practices
specific to the delegation and its participants.

Based on this discussion a combined theoretical frame for analysing innovation in
the BeerLL consists of the following. Structuration informs how action/interaction
co-constitutes social structure. Practice theoretical perspectives offer ways of
accounting for the performative dimensions of communities and networks. Com-
munities of practice helps to understand the links between language and practice, the
reifications of shared experiencing that occur all the time.

The Beer Living Lab

The following case provides a detailed inside account of the social dynamics of
the Beer Living Lab. The analysis focuses on how its members generated shared
understandings and galvanised action.

The Beer Living Lab was the first of a sequence of four living labs established
under the ITAIDE research project which ran from 2005 to 2010 as part of the EU
6th Framework for research and development (Tan, Klein, Rukanova, Higgins, &
Baida, 2006; Tan, Bjørn-Andersen, Klein, & Rukanova, 2011). These living labs
created in-the-world environments for innovation experiments in areas impacted by
government regulation and international standards.

The Beer Living Lab focused on export/import logistics of excise3 goods. In the
absence of tax harmonisation, the free movement of goods flowing through logistics
networks and crossing borders within the EU creates difficulties for monitoring and
controlling taxation. Yet detailed monitoring and controlling adds administrative
burdens and costs to all involved.

3Excise duties are indirect taxes levied on licensed goods such as alcohol.
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Research Site

Cross-border trade attracts the most demanding regulatory attention because of the
value it produces and the risks it introduces (Henriksen Rukanova, & Tan, 2008).
International trade must be monitored, reported and regulated or there is no con-
trol. Yet consequent layers of administrative burden inevitably add cost to trade and
degrade supply chain efficiency. The Beer Living Lab asked how new technology
might help to overcome contradictions between the desire for ‘frictionless trade’
against changing security and threat environments?

New technologies are seen to be key enablers. The Internet of Things (IoT), RFID,
ubiquitous internet, GSM infrastructures, GPS telemetry, real-time monitoring; all
offer the means to extend type and availability of trade information. These technolo-
gies promise the means to increase levels of supply chain control, efficiency and
security. Administrative loads may be lessened by increased digital integration and
information sharing between key actors in our trade supply chains, yet new forms of
partnership or organisational relations may be needed in addition to new information
technology (Rukanova et al., 2011).4

The Living Lab ran a series of live tests of whole systems for enhanced interna-
tional trade. It brought together a makeshift partnership of actors in order to exper-
iment with new tools and new ways of enacting legally regulated activities. The
complexity of the Beer Living Lab’s social network and relationships is implied in
this snapshot at its launch (Fig. 11.1). This picture provides a tangible representation
of the scale of living labs as multi-actor, multi-disciplinary, multi-sited collaboration
and coordination initiatives. Identities of partners and institutional stakeholders are
listed below with abbreviations used in the following case analysis:

Fig. 11.1 ITAIDE consortium members at the kick-off meeting held at the Free University
Amsterdam. March 1–3, 2006. Credit Hans Modder and Allen Higgins

4The Tamper-Resistant Embedded Controller (TREC) smart seal for container security developed
by IBM, and a SOA, enabled by the Electronic Product Code Information Service (EPCIS) open
standard from the global standardisation organisation GS1.
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1. BeerCo: Heineken N. V.
2. National Taxation and Customs Offices including:

a. DTCA—the Dutch Tax and Customs office
b. TCA2—HM Revenue and Customs
c. TCA3—US Customs and Border Protection

3. Researchers from National Universities including:

a. NU—Vrije University (Amsterdam)
b. NU2—a joint team from University College Dublin and the University of

Müenster.

4. Technology, integration, consultancy and standards setting organisations:

a. TechProv—IBM
b. TechProv2—comprised of GS1’s EPCglobal, UN/CEFACT and the WCO.

5. Sea Carrier—Safmarine, a subsidiary of the Maersk container shippingline.
6. 3PL subcontractors, telecommunications systems, GPS infrastructure and other

stakeholders with indirect relationships to the network.

Research Method

The case study follows the interpretive tradition (Walsham, 1995; Myers, 1997). We
employed a process approach (Markus & Robey, 1988) which provides for a contex-
tual analysis of the processes of change (Pettigrew, 1985). A narrative approach was
used for the analysis and presentation of organisational processes (Pentland, 1999).
Guided by the theoretical/conceptual lenses of narrative and critical discourse analy-
sis (Boland & Tenkasi, 1995; Phillips & Oswick, 2012), we derived abstractions and
generalisations, linking empirical detailswith abstract theoretical concepts. The anal-
ysis connected organisational structuring with collaboration and individual actions,
negotiation and sense-making.

Data were gathered from different sources to build a comprehensive picture of
the case including:

1. Participation in workshops
2. Brainstorming sessions
3. Individual interviews with project participants
4. Participant observation
5. Document analysis.

University researchers (from NU, NU2 etc.) attended all general meetings, and
many of the interactive sessions involving the partners. General project meetings and
formal interviews were recorded and minuted. Findings from analyses were later
reported on and presented to participants for validation and as a means of gathering
further feedback.
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Table 11.2 Interviewee pseudonyms and roles

Pseudonyms Interviewee roles

Ron DTCAa process innovation group member and BeerLL coordinator

Joan DTCA customs auditor

Steve DTCA client coordinator for BeerCo

James BeerCob customs manager and company liaison with DTCA

Bob BeerCo internal tax auditor

Jane BeerCo logistics manager

Rolf TechProvc technical coordinator for demonstrator development

Frank TechProv customs subject matter expert

Chris TechProv2d technical coordinator for interoperability and standards

Pat NUe principal investigator and strategic project relationships

John NU project manager (operational, administrative)

Bobby UKTCAf customs officer and liaison with DTCA and BeerCo

Jack Sea Carrierg executive manager for applications and services

aDutch TCA—Tax and Customs Administrations of the Netherlands
bBeerCo—international brewing Co
cTechProv1—international computing services and hardware Co
dTechProv2—international computing services and hardware Co
eNU—national university
fUKTCA—HM Revenue and Customs
gSea Carrier—an international shipping Co

Documentation analysed included EU and national policy documents, excise pro-
cedures, internal reports of TCA1, project reports etc. See Table 11.2 for a summary
list of the main interviewees (pseudonyms) their organisations and roles. Participant
interviews lasting between 1 and 3 h each were conducted throughout the project in
order to continuously evaluate their perceptions and understandings.

The Beer Living Lab: Case Analysis

Pre-project Stage—Creating a Context

The idea for the living lab research programme was triggered when Pat, a university
professor at NU in the Netherlands, attended a conference. Having previously pre-
pared proposals but failing to obtain EU research funding, Pat had become acquainted
with many officials in the various departments and agencies of the European Com-
mission. It was pointed out to Pat that a recent call for EU-funded research had
been announced in his area of expertise. However, he knew from past experience
that breadth and depth of academic and industry expertise was a prerequisite for a
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credible proposal, so he identified a small group of academic partners with whom
he had long-standing relationships and who had an interest in contributing to the
research proposal.

They proposed adapting the Living Labs method in order to analyse complex
cross-border trade and logistics challenges, and to respond by developing and study-
ing the application of innovative information technology centred solutions. Stake-
holders composed of businesses, governmental agencies, universities and technology
providers would come together to create, trial and explore more or less radical inter-
ventions in areas that had been resistant to change and innovation.

Four Living Labs were envisioned: experiments in administrative control of tax
and tax-exempt trade; secure real-time transnational multi-modal cold-chains; data
sharing among ecosystems of SMEs centred on a large manufacturer; and a unified
food data model for pan-European trade. Pat drove the first living lab, the BeerLL, in
the Netherlands. First, he needed to involve a government agency, a company, and a
technology provider. Throughout his career Pat had worked as a kind of knowledge
networker. His personal interest in ideas around controlled borderless movements
within theCustomsUnion attracted others in related organisationswhobelieved in the
potential for improvement, and his practice of making and maintaining professional
connections embodied a nascent social network that was primed to crystallise around
this project.

To gain interest from the government Pat got in touch with Ron whom he had
known for more than 10 years. Ron had previously worked for the Customs depart-
ment in Dutch TCA and had recently been given responsibilities for the “process
improvement group” whose objective was to envision innovative IS solutions for the
Dutch TCA.

Ron reacted enthusiastically to Pat’s suggestion to join the project because the
BeerLL seemed to fit well with his new responsibilities. They discussed the latest
policies and initiatives impacting Customs and Taxation and started working on a
problem definition for the research proposal.

Ron wanted the project to make an impact with a high volume of cross-border
trade transactions. He had no direct customer contact, but he got in touch with a
colleague (Steve), who was a client coordinator for a large beer producer (BeerCo)
and was also responsible for leading an e-Business project within Dutch TCA. Steve
became interested in contributing to Pat’s research proposal as it was well aligned
with his own e-business interests.

Wewere enthusiastic [about getting involved]…on a higher level it looked like a new concept
and we thought it is good also for the tax office to think about it. (Steve, Dutch TCA)

Steve contacted the Customs Manager at BeerCo (James), however, it took another
year before BeerCo would commit itself to joining the project.

BeerCo was not very enthusiastic at the beginning, they had to look at their costs, so they
said, what’s our benefit? So, we convinced them that benefit is a lot longer term. And they
said, ok, we do it (Steve, Dutch TCA)

To enrol a technology provider, Pat drew upon the existing institutional link between
NU and TechProv and established a relationship with a board member of TechProv.
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At that time TechProv was conducting research and development into a new secure
container seal technology with communication and sensor capabilities. TechProv
was interested in setting up a pilot under realistic conditions and additionally saw
an opportunity for strengthening the relationship with Dutch TCA and learn more
about e-Customs.

Once Dutch TCA, BeerCo and TechProv became interested in the project, the
universities began preliminary studies. The focused on revealing opportunities for
improving cross-border trade. These interactions between NU, Dutch TCA, Tech-
Prov, andBeerCowere crucial for establishing an initial understanding of the problem
area.

They (TechProv and Dutch TCA) were the real motivation. I only had to align the interests
and to coordinate the whole thing but at any moment in time I did not have to push anything.
Because it was so much aligned with the strategic objectives… And then the two managed
to get BeerCo, not just involved, but to drive the process. (Pat, NU)

With financial backing from TechProv and BeerCo, and part funding from the Euro-
pean Commission, contracts for the project were signed. The funding signalled cred-
ibility and gradually other organisations became interested, believing that Pat would
make a success of the project. Selecting the right partners proved to be crucial for the
later success of the network. The network found its origin in Pat’s existing relation-
ships but expanded wider due to his constant ‘networking’, responding to serendip-
itous events, and producing action, all of which encouraged new players to become
interested in the initiative.

Analysis and Redesign Stage

Analysis and redesign yielded a new choreography for collaboration. In the pre-
project stage, rather than being held together by shared interests, the network was
merely a collection of stakeholders attempting to pursue their own self-interests.
During the analysis and redesign stage, three key processes became essential for
engaging the wider network of actors in the project and making the network work.
These processes took place during general meetings and group interactions. They
included (1) establishing initial social capital and shared understanding; (2) collab-
orating with others on specific tasks; (3) sense-making discussions integrating new
learning and knowledge among groups.

During general meetings, Pat and Ron acted as knowledge brokers in addition to
their formal roles and were socially influential in the processes that took place. Pat’s
activities were focussed on mediation and translation between a network of actors,
who had different interests and different understandings of the problem domain.
While in the initiation stage only a limited number of people were involved in set-
ting up the project, when the BeerLL formally started, the organisations sent whole
delegations of representatives. Sense-making processes needed to start again, now
involving a larger group of people. These early general meetings were crucial oppor-
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tunities for creating shared understandings, a shared language and shared purpose.
This also held true for the later stages when redesigns were negotiated and where
Pat again took a very active role in the negotiation of revised solutions, making sure
that the interests of all parties were considered.

The following episode illustrates Pat’s sense-making interactions. At this point
BeerCowas still sceptical about the proposal fromDutchTCAabout the redesign. Pat
listened, interpreted, translated, and rephrased suggestions and tried to find accept-
able solutions.

Pat: “So it would be a recommendation to EMCS5 from our point of view that they are able to
cope with an AIN message.6 Basically, instead of imposing another message AIN is already
in place and if the EMCS can be designed in such a way that it can take in an AIN message
as input that will be a benefit for you?”

James: “Yes, of course.”

Pat: “Your real advantage is that you don’t have to build yet another system.”

James: “The real Single Window. That’s really good.”

The accumulation of hundreds of these small interactions involving Pat and con-
tinuously cultivated by him and others within the network ensured that the BeerLL
remained aligned with the multiple strategic objectives of the organisations involved.

Ron too acted as a knowledge broker to stimulate innovation by gently questioning
people’s existing interpretations and re-framing the problem area.

Ron is the key person when it comes to bringing innovation to the BeerLL… He was break-
ing taboos in the sense of questioning the traditional ways of working and assumptions
underlying these ways of working (John, operational manager BeerLL, NU)

Ron has a long-term view. He is able to distance himself from the specific pilot and provide a
long-term perspective, which compelledBeerCo to go along (Rolf, BeerLLPilot coordinator,
TechProv)

With respect to the work groups that were formed, most of the time task allocation
emerged naturally in the sense-making process in accordance with personal and
institutional domain knowledge. While an overall resource plan for the project was
sketched out, it was the responsibility of each organisation to make people and
resources available on time for scheduled activities. This was not always an easy
task as there were inherent differences in practices, such as perception of time and
speed of work.

For us this projectwas different thanwhatwe are used to. In this case [theBeerLL] sometimes
we had to work fast to produce deliverables and sometimes we had to wait too long till the
next phase. (Rolf, BeerLL Pilot coordinator, TechProv)

John in his role as operational project manager took a slightly more instructive
approach to coordinating efforts and facilitating the mutual adjustment of partners’
understandings.

5EMCS: Excise Movement and Control System. An EU customs system for monitoring the move-
ment of excise goods.
6AIN message: AangifteInformatie; digital trade declaration information.
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John (remarked in retrospective): “It worked well; when TechProv realised that it would
work, but not the way they were used to.”

The analysis and redesign stages weremarked by a gradual growing sense of commu-
nity among the participants. They began to feel that they ‘were’ of the BeerLL. They
were developing their own jargon, terms and abbreviations borrowed from customs,
logistics, manufacturing and technology. There was a growing sense that the project
could make a difference, that the technology would influence the development of the
next generation of systems.

The Pilot and Evaluation Stage

This period of the project might best be described as ‘Living Labbing in the wild’.
Shifting from the conceptual phase to the actual development of a pilot required
further interaction and negotiation among the participants to decide on the scope of
the pilot and the subset of information that was feasible to exchange in that setting.

One of the main issues we encountered was to have BeerCo produce the correct files and
help to interpret these files. This required close collaboration between TechProv and BeerCo
(Rolf, BeerLL pilot coordinator, TechProv)

After agreement was reached, TechProv, Dutch TCA and BeerCo had to line-up
resources. TechProv had to ensure that the back-end systems and smart-seals used to
monitor the shipment were operational. BeerCo had to ship containers with excise
goods to the US and UK. Dutch TCA had to train personnel to perform inspections
according to the new procedures. Dutch TCA had involve US and UK customs so as
to guarantee that the necessary checks of the cargo were carried out in line with the
new procedures.

Everyone involved had to work closely together. Meetings were arranged to pro-
vide a holistic view and develop a shared understanding of the pilot. Sessions were
arranged to develop the training and procedures for those who would be working
with the new system in the field. This new operational phase opened up new realms
of uncertainty and risk required the participating organisations to re-engage in sense-
making activities.

Evaluation of the system started with another general technical meeting. The
technical meeting was an opportunity to discuss issues that had occurred during the
pilot, to identify areas for improvement, and even unexpected successes. This was
followed by research interviews with the various stakeholders. The interviews gave
people a chance to reflect on the process as well as make sense of the overall goals
of the living lab.

The process went very well. We were lucky to some extent; TechProv came at the right time
with the innovative technology… for them the BeerLL was one of the first test sites of the
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smart seal. Dutch TCA needed a test case for AEO7 and SW8 and they wanted to try out
these concepts; we (the university) provided fertile ground (Pat, Strategic Manager BeerLL,
NU)

Whenwe started, my expectations were very low…During the project things became clearer
and I became more positive… I think that the ideas and the BeerLL concept are very nice
and I am enthusiastic about them. If it depends on me, this is the future. I cannot be more
positive than that! (James, Customs manager BeerCo NL)

The change in mindset is the most valuable achievement from the BeerLL, the innovation
lies in the major shift in thinking. (Joan, Customs auditor, Dutch TCA)

The eventual outcome of the Living Labwas not considered to be ‘a finished product’
or even the end result of a deliberately executed project plan. Instead a processual
perspective helps us untangle howcomplexhappenings and interactions produced rel-
atively stable relationships in addition to a working system. These processes include;
stabilising the network, initiating a cognitive shift towards a network strategy, and
developing a supportive culture and practices.

The BeerLL began to be thought of as a platform for ongoing innovation among
equal partners.

In a Living Lab you as government are not in a position to exercise power. You need other
mechanisms to drive people. Companies will do something only if the return on investment
is clear. (Ron, BeerLL coordinator for Dutch TCA)

Through their continuous engagement over time and against their historical and
contextual backgrounds, the participants started to appreciate the fresh view the
network offered. Understanding themselves as members of this network with its
own unique identity brought about the sense of a joint enterprise with its own distinct
understanding of the problemarea. The process of generating commonunderstanding
was the precursor creating an innovative redesign scenario.

Living Labs really require a lot from everybody… if you have a relationship based on
friendship, people will help each other; if they become very formal and calculate everything,
then the whole thing will stop. In the BeerLL, all the partners made the extra mile to get the
extra resources that were needed. (Pat, Strategic manager BeerLL)

The project eventually fulfilled the objectives of the pilot and evaluation as the
EU funding wound up. But the BeerLL did not cease to exist rather, its members
moved to respond to the opportunities that had been revealed.

The BeerLL provided a good starting point for discussions of how things could be done
differently (Joan, Customs auditor, Dutch TCA)

Even after the formal project concluded the actors continued to engage in sense-
making processes, taking the lessons learned from the BeerLL to the next level,
in pursuit of new goals. For Dutch TCA, the proof-of-concept from the BeerLL

7AEO: Authorised Economic Operator—a licensed business status for operating in the international
supply chain.
8SW: Single Window for customs services.
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provided instruments to engage in political process of institutional change. Although
the BeerLL as a time-bound project was over, its impact persisted through follow-on
initiatives.

Findings and Discussion

The BeerLL as a Network

The BeerLL falls under the broad definition of network as a “structure of ties among
actors in a social system” (Nohria, 1992). However, it was distinct from an inter-
firm network, such as strategic or R&D alliances, as it involved a heterogeneous set
of actors from different domains, notably the private and the public sector, which
did not share a common goal (as is the case in strategic alliances or value-added
partnerships) nor did they form a formal partnership as such. Rather, the BeerLL was
an instance of a much broader political agenda and innovation initiative involving
many organisations and institutions.

It was difficult to draw clear boundaries around the BeerLL. For example, the
Dutch TCA involved other national customs and tax administrations in the live tech-
nology demonstrator. Consequently, more emphasis was needed in the early phases
of setting-up the network in terms of developing a joint agenda (sense-making and
negotiation) as well as designing the joint activities. Given the experimental nature
of the joint activities, processes of reflexive monitoring needed to be established
to facilitate learning leading to adjustments to the structure and goal of the joint
activities.

While the BeerLL matched features of Living Labs more generally, it lacked the
stability of a pre-existing social structure (e.g. an organisation, community, town, or
city). Yet the openness of its scope was useful as it provided space for unexpected
opportunities and areas for innovation. It offered a temporal conceptual space for
a diverse collection of actors to attempt to reimagine their network of relations in
response to digital innovation.

The BeerLL as Network Collaboration

As a network of collaboration involving of players with different goals within a
broader problem field, the BeerLL actually benefitted from having goals that were
not all clearly defined. Yet while ambiguity and openness gave flexibility, it also
complicated gaining commitment from participants. Even the end result, the tech-
nology proof-of-concept and live deployment, was only an intermediary product in
pursuit of these further goals. As much as the outcomes remained quite open, it was
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difficult to steer the process and measure the outcomes. Thus, in the BeerLL we were
confronted with moving targets concerning the clarity of goals, actors and results.

Key issues in the early stageswere how to select partners and how to negotiate their
involvement. Later, consensus forming among the participantswas the challenge. The
participants eventually agreed to more ambitious goals to run a whole-system proof-
of-concept study under real world conditions. Yet the parties involved did not regard
their relationship wholly as a ‘partnership’ as each pursued different goals, although
all related to cross-border trade and logistics challenges.

Coalition Building as a Prerequisite for Collective Action

In a dynamic, open-ended environment, individual actors became active participants
in enrolling new actors into the BeerLL. The initial legitimacy of the project was
used to establish further, deeper involvement. They extended the technology capa-
bility with Geo-Fencing and real-time tracking and expanded the actor network by
involving other TCAs and logistics suppliers. For these actors, social capital was crit-
ical to drive the negotiations and motivate a wide heterogeneous group of actors to
provide resources and commitment to the joint activities. This reinforced our finding
that key actors captured the interests of others through direct personal involvement
and commitment. Individuals enact negotiation and sense-making, but they interpret
it in terms of their institutional and organisational contexts.

Rather than developing collaborative relationships, theBeerLL aimed at exploring
common ground for collective action under the conditions of mutual dependencies
of stakeholders who operate in separate domains. These actors normally enact rather
antagonistic relationships characterised by mutual suspicion rather than trust. Yet
within the shared environment of the Living Lab they were empowered to explore
new ways of achieving radically different ways of relating with each other. This had
benefits for private and public-sector actors through new ways of mutual coordina-
tion; new action, activities and knowledge. The BeerLL was like a loose coalition,
where the partners found a consensus (for the common good), even if it involved
compromising some of their own interests.

A Lifecycle Perspective

Although the BeerLL was an experimental setting rather than a full-scale implemen-
tation, it was at the same time a real-world project in which real resources were spent
to make it happen. We regard three aspects as crucial for the actual initiation of the
BeerLL.

First, people and organisations enrolled in the network because they had formed
an expectation that something would happen. This was based on Pat’s network-
ing, his boundary spanning and professional contacts. It was justified eventually by
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successfully gaining EU sponsorship for the research proposal. The consortium pro-
duced a perception of credibility and gave a signal that the initiative had high level
institutional commitment.

Second, the funding that the EU provided turned out to be critical as it helped to
initiate joint activities with others beyond the consortium. Modest financial supports
allowed peripheral and central actors to meet and discuss how to engage in collective
action. Support for travel and meetings enabled participants within all organisations
a degree of budgetary independence from the constraints of their own organisations.
Eventually, many invested additional resources to participate and learn from the
living lab.

A third element which we found crucial for the initiation of the BeerLL was the
behaviour of key people spontaneously acting as knowledge brokers. These knowl-
edge brokers were also local initiators, the people who took the initiative, came-up
with ideas and started the process of engaging with others, of linking organisations.

Network Activities and Practices

Initially the BeerLL was a fragile social/institutional network which could in prin-
ciple have broken-down at any stage. We recognised how crucial the behaviour of
knowledge brokering is to network collaboration. Pat and John kept the network
together during the whole process through their involvement in overcoming dis-
continuities within the network (Beth Watson-Manheim et al., 2002). Importantly,
knowledge broking is seen in dyadic, triadic and group collaboration performances.
For example, Pat and Ron, acted as complementary knowledge brokers and car-
ried out different activities throughout the whole process. In another example, John,
the operational manager, Rolf in TechProv and Steve in DTCA came together as a
kind of communications back-channel that helped to keep the network together. Pat,
through his activities of initiation, mediation and translation, became instrumental
in the negotiation and sense-making processes for everyone and this was crucial for
keeping the fragile network together. Pat could assume and maintain this role as he
had the status to do that (being a professor, as well the research project coordina-
tor). He was politically sensitive and neutral, constantly searching for the common
denominator. These characteristics enabled the others to accept him in his role as
a knowledge broker. Ron too was active in sense-making and sharing knowledge
among wider groups. In the early stages of the project he was fundamental in fram-
ing the initial problem of the BeerLL as he had deep knowledge of the domain. In
the analysis and redesign phase, he focussed on innovation facilitation.



11 The First (Beer) Living Lab: Learning to Sustain Network … 245

Tolerance Towards Ambiguity an Open-Ended Dynamic

In traditional networks, there is usually an expectation that the network will stabilise
for a period and function steadily if maintained (Riemer & Klein, 2006). This was
not the case in the BeerLL which was open-ended and dynamic. Nor was it the
goal of the BeerLL to achieve a long-term stable state of operation for continuous
activities. Its goal was short-term, to simply test proofs-of-concept. The prototypes
needed only operate a short time. They changed, were tweaked and did not need
to be sustained indefinitely. As each learning experience was discussed and made
sense of, the network proceeded to undertake some new change. The social network
embodied new learning leading to new goals e.g. recommending necessary changes
to legislation or altering technology capability. The experimental character of the
Living Lab was a strength because it allowed for trial and error. Failures became an
inevitable part of the learning rather than something to be avoided.

Concluding Remarks

Previous research into Living Labs has concentrated on the objectives of these enter-
prises while neglecting to reveal the underlying social processes of their formation
and management. Our research reveals Living Labs as social networks of collabora-
tion and of practice. Participants must be therefore become sensitive to the interactive
and social dynamics of the Living Lab setting.

By definition Living Labs lack well defined boundaries or predictive goals. They
demand continuous sense-making and negotiation. They are fragile states of engage-
ment and remain fragile throughout their life cycle. The success of a Living Lab
is never secured, it is instead the result of continuous effort, of engaging in sense-
making and knowledge broking activities. While a single case is insufficient for
generalisation, this extensive study offers empirical evidence and contributes to a
growing body of research shedding light on the social performances involved in and
needed to sustain Living Labs and network collaborations more generally.
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Chapter 12
Living Infrastructure

Kai Reimers and Robert B. Johnston

Introduction

Infrastructure is widely regarded as a material system that coordinates the activities
of diverse practices. On one view, the ideal for infrastructure is to mechanise sanc-
tioned forms of interaction between practices pursuing different and often conflicting
goals, such that the resulting whole forms a well-oiled machine operating under a
negotiated highest common denominator (Edwards, 2010). On another view, infras-
tructure should become an un-noticed lowest common denominator, on the basis of
which diverse practices draw meaning and support, but get out of each other’s way
and act as independently as possible (Hanseth & Lyytinen, 2010).

In this essay, we argue against the notion that infrastructure is a material enabler
of either a tight or loose coupling of activities of diverse practices. Instead, we
propose that when infrastructure provides a site for an ‘opening’ in which practices
are held at once both near and apart—both already familiar and not yet familiar,
both same and other, both resisting and accommodating—life under the influence of
these practices is lived to the full. We call the resultant whole ‘living infrastructure’
to denote that it is both infrastructure for living and infrastructure that ‘lives’.

1
We

1Hubert Dreyfus (2017)would say, in the same vein, that it ‘shines’. See alsoHeidegger (1950/1971,
p. 180).

K. Reimers (B)
RWTH Aachen University, Aachen, Germany
e-mail: reimers@wi.rwth-aachen.de

R. B. Johnston
The University of Sydney, Camperdown, Australia
e-mail: robert.johnston@sydney.edu.au

R. B. Johnston
Monash University, Clayton, Australia

© Springer International Publishing AG, part of Springer Nature 2019
K. Riemer et al. (eds.), Collaboration in the Digital Age, Progress in IS,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-94487-6_12

249

http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/978-3-319-94487-6_12&domain=pdf


250 K. Reimers and R. B. Johnston

will argue that such infrastructure is an on-going achievement of becoming,2 which
requires nurturing to maintain its continued productivity, and vigilance against the
three-fold threats of tokenization, colonization and mechanization: otherwise it will
cease to ‘live’.

First we present the Medieval European City Square as a motivating example
of a living infrastructure. We will employ this exemplar to define the conceptual
parts which together we take to constitute ‘living infrastructure’. Next we introduce
a contemporary empirical case from the German healthcare environment. This is
the Federal Unified Medication Plan for medication therapy safety. We argue in
detail that this is a nascent living infrastructure providing a site where a productive
opening ‘happens’ between multiple practices involved in medication therapy safety.
We analyse this ‘happening’ to further refine the notion of living infrastructure by
establishing how this opening took hold, how it was kept open, and how it was
kept productive. We conclude by briefly contrasting living infrastructure with the
traditional view.

Conceptual Preliminaries

Our aim in this section is to provide an initial conceptual framework for discussing
living infrastructure and the terminology we will employ in the remainder of the
paper.

The Medieval City Square

The city square arose as an important part of the Medieval European city layout and
provided an open area in which city inhabitants could conduct the various aspects of
their daily public lives. Frequently, city squares arose around a public water-well that
became their centre piece, andon their sides stoodvarious institutional buildings—for
instance a church, a market, the town hall, a school—that made available to the
inhabitants important influences on the conduct of a rich city life—such as religion,
commerce, government and culture/education.

The city square thus established the presence of different ‘regions’ of public city
life to the inhabitants, but importantly, it also held regions with a natural antipathy
(such and the spiritual and the corporal, or the personal and the social) apart. The
geography of the square quite literally protects life in the square from domination
by any one region of city life, by placing its institutional representatives on different
bounding sides of the square.

We suggest that the medieval square provides a conceptual exemplar for living
infrastructure—in this case infrastructure for public city life to be lived to the full.

2In other words, a process in the strong sense (Tsoukas and Chia, 2002; Langley et al, 2013).
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The city square arises as an opening in the clutter of the city; it is maintained as
an opening in city life because regions of that life are established as both present
and distinct by its layout; and it is productive of a good life because it encourages a
continual encounter and evaluation of the ‘regions’ of city life in the course of daily
interaction, and thus a continual on-going evaluation of what a full city life could
be. In the opening of the city square, the contrasting regions of life are established
as regions, and a full city life lived in the presence of these regions is disclosed to
those who dwell there.

The City Square as Living Infrastructure

In what follows we will draw on the city square exemplar to give an account of
how infrastructure more generally can ‘live’ when it provides the site where such a
productive opening can take hold. It ‘lives’ when such an opening ‘happens’, and
this happening3 is living life to the full. However, first we must take some care to
point out in what respects the example instantiates ‘a productive opening’ as we see
it, and what aspects of the example might lead the reader astray.

Firstly, it is not the square as a material entity creating an open physical space in
the city, nor the geography of the square mediating the opposition of the institutional
buildings, that we wish to identify with such an opening. That is, here we are not
interested in the usual conception of infrastructure as a material structure that coordi-
nates diverse activities. Secondly, we are not interested in the square as a politically
negotiated creation of the institutions to demarcate their various territories in their
subjects’ lives. That is, we are not treating infrastructure as an outcome of social
negotiation between ‘stake holders’ in city living.

Rather, we view the city square as making possible particular lived interactions
of the city dwellers that already happen under the aegis of these institutions. Thus,
the square as a built place is merely the ‘site’ where certain oppositions among the
‘regions’ of the overall concern of the square (that is, a full city life) already lived
there, are made possible. By connecting and opposing the institutions that embody
these regions of life in the built place, the opening that the square grounds establishes
them as distinct regions of the life lived there.What is productive about the city square
is not its spatial or institutional geography but the distinction-making function of its
openness. It is the openness of the square—not the square as such—that we view as
the ‘opening’. The common concern enacted in the square, the regions of life founded
by the square, the openness of the square, the square as the site of this opening, and
the happening of this openness, are what together constitute living infrastructure (see
Table 1).

Thus, facilitating a full city life is not simply a matter of building a square that
coordinates or controls access to the separate, opposing institutions of life. Nor is it a

3We use ‘happening’ in line with Heidegger’s notion of Ereignis (Polt, 2005)—a productive, dialec-
tical, gathering event (in the extended sense of event).



252 K. Reimers and R. B. Johnston

Table 1 Conceptual parts that constitute living infrastructure

Concept Definition Example (City Square)

Concern A concern defines that aspect
of human existence with
which the infrastructure deals

The concern is living life to
the full in a city

Region Regions are distinct aspects of
the concern—they are distinct
‘locations on a map’ of the
concern

The regions are the institutions
of town life—religion, state,
commerce, and
education/culture

Opening An opening is the
establishment of productive
distinctions between the
regions of the concern

The establishment of
distinctions between spiritual,
corporal, individual and social
aspects of a full city life

Site of an opening Where a productive opening
takes hold

The lived-in city square that
provides the conditions of an
opening between church, town
hall, market and school to
happen

The happening of an opening How an opening takes hold, is
kept open, and continues to be
productive

For any particular city square
this can only be uncovered by
detailed historical scholarship

matter of regulating the real estate of the square to prevent institutional encroachment
on the political balance of city life. Rather, it is a matter of creating the conditions
under which a square as a region-defining opening can arise, be kept open, and can
continue to be productive. Only then can the square become infrastructure that ‘lives’.
The nature of an opening that makes this happen is the issue that we take up in the
remainder of the paper.

We have not created these ideas ex nihilo: our conception of the city square as
a productive opening has been inspired by our reading of various works from the
later philosophical period of Martin Heidegger, in particular the essays “Building,
Dwelling, Thinking”, “The Thing” and “The Origin of the Work of Art” (Heidegger,
1971).

Case Background

Thanks to advances in general living conditions as well as the medical sciences,
people now live much longer but also tend to live with chronic and multiple diseases
when they are old, a condition known as multi-morbidity. This condition, in turn, is
associated with the continuous use of a cocktail of drugs, so-called poly-pharmacy.
Healthcare systems in most developed countries, however, have been erected on
the assumption that people fall ill only occasionally and then, for a limited time,
use a drug targeted specifically at that illness. Healthcare systems are generally not
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equipped to cope with monitoring and continuously adapting medication regimes of
multiple drugs taken over long periods. This often results in combinations of drugs
which are ineffective, due to cancellation of their effects, or risky, if effects of drugs
amplify one another in unanticipated ways.

In Germany, the term ‘medication therapy safety’ was coined for this issue as part
of a national action plan published by the Ministry of Health in 2007. This ‘National
Action Plan for the Improvement of Medication Therapy Safety’ has since been
updated threemore timeswith the current action plan covering the period 2016–2019.
These plans are supported by a ‘Coordination Group on Implementing and Updat-
ing the Action Plan for Improving Medication Therapy Safety’, in the following
just ‘Coordination Group’. This group has met regularly about three times per year
since the publication of the first action plan. The group comprises representatives of
various national-level professional associations, the Ministry of Health, and patient
groups. Initially, it was mostly physicians, as well as community and hospital phar-
macists, who participated in the meetings as professional specialists. Later, members
of a national nursing association, the national hospital association, and the federal
association of panel doctors—concerned with administering the reimbursement of
doctors—officially joined the group.

The structure of the various action plans has remained relatively stable over the
years. Sections outline establishing awareness of the problem of medication therapy
safety both among medical professionals and patients, creating a ‘safety culture’,
and various more specific measures such as encouraging physicians to report side
effects to a national registry, with each attracting funds from the Ministry of Health
by competitive tendering. The implementation of some of these measures is the
responsibility of the Coordination Group itself, including a project to design and
distribute an information flyer for patients to increase awareness for the problem and
to establish a safety culture. One idea was to include the template for a ‘medication
plan’ in this flyer so that patients could create their own medication plans.

However, over time this idea took on larger proportions; the group began to discuss
what is now called the ‘Federal Unified Medication Plan’ (‘Medication Plan’ in the
following) as an information and communication tool for all those involved in the
medication process. Eventually, theMedicationPlan becamepart of a new law, the so-
called e-health law, published in December 2015, obliging physicians from October
2016 to create and print out a medication plan for patients who regularly take three
or more drugs. From April 2017, such medication plans must comply with a detailed
specification of the Medication Plan. This includes a 2D barcode so that a patient’s
medication plan can be machine-read and updated. How this Medication Plan came
to productively structure interactions among the practices of the Coordination Group
is the focus of our case.
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Case Materials

We draw on two kinds of empirical material. Our main source for reconstructing
and interpreting the story of the Medication Plan is the published meeting minutes
of the Coordination Group. Since the publication of the first action plan in 2007,
the group has met 30 times. All 29 publically available meeting minutes were first
read from last to first by one of the authors and then, in the reverse order, excerpted
and summarized into four categories: (1) composition of the group; (2) discussions
concerning the definition of medication therapy safety; (3) discussions concerning
the medication plan; (4) other relevant aspects of the discussion.

The second empirical source is the experiences of one of the authors as a founder
of the ‘Aachen Learning Community on Innovative Use of IT in Drug Distribution’
(Claßen et al., 2015), a group of healthcare practitioners that has met about twice per
year since February 2012 and which mirrors the composition and concerns of the
CoordinationGroup, albeit at the local level. Recently, this group has started a project
to document and reflect on experiences of physicians, pharmacists, and patients with
the Medication Plan through an ongoing series of reflective video conversations.
Apart from using domain specific knowledge from one of the author’s active partici-
pation in the discussions and activities of the Aachen Learning Community, we will
also draw on findings from the first series of reflective video conversations.

Case Findings

In this section, we describe and interpret the story of the Medication Plan. The
development of this case narrative has also contributed to developing the notion of
living infrastructure as the happening of an opening and therefore serves to illuminate
rather than just illustrate our basic concepts. The story of the Medication Plan thus
serves a similar function to our city square example, namely, as an archetype of a
general principle. While the city square metaphor was useful for deriving the basic
concepts as defined in Table 1, the concrete contours of the happening of an opening
could only be fleshed out through detailed historical analysis of a particular case. This
led us to distinguish three issues that together reveal the happening of an opening:

1. How the opening took hold,
2. How the opening was kept open,
3. How the opening was kept productive.

While it would be tempting to associate these issues with distinct phases in a
linear development process, we will argue later that they are better understood as
constitutive parts of the happening of an opening. Thus, in each sub-section below,
we present an episode particularly appropriate to each issue and do not intend these
to be read as chronological.
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How the Opening Took Hold

In this section, we will document how the various practices making up the Coordi-
nation Group came to encounter each other in a way that opened up the possibility
of talking about and probing into new ways, not entirely managed and controlled by
physicians, for determining and adjusting the medication therapy of patients. Out of
this re-orienting of the dialogue between practices arose the Medication Plan which,
in turn, became a site for re-orienting the relationships between the practices, initially
those of physicians and pharmacists, but later also of regulators and patients.

Traditionally, the relationship between physician and pharmacist is perceived to be
asymmetrical, although that was not always the case (Schmitz, 1998). Accordingly,
the pharmacist is supposed tomerely follow the prescriptionwritten by the physician,
dispensing the specific drug intended by the physician to the patient. Only in cases
when a certain drug may threaten the life of a patient is the pharmacist expected and
obliged to intervene in the physician’s medication decision by refusing to dispense
that drug. In addition, the pharmacist is supposed to look out for possible prescribing
errors, for example where the names of two drugs are very similar. As these are
exceptional situations, it is not customary for the pharmacist to seek to communicate
with the prescribing physician and physicians tend to evade direct conversation with
pharmacists about the medication of a particular patient.

This separation between the two practices is reflected in the institutional structure
of the German healthcare systemwhich has very few platforms where physicians and
pharmacists are able to interact as professionals. To the extent that such institution-
alized forums for the interaction exist, these are typically concerned with allocating
resources and workloads but not with medication. The constitution of the Coordina-
tion Group was therefore an unlikely gathering because the participating practices,
especially those of physicians and pharmacists, could come together under the aegis
of a shared professional concern, namely medication therapy safety.

The idea of theMedication Plan evolved froman addendum to an information flyer
for patients into an information and communication tool for all actors involved in
medication. As such, the Medication Plan announces the possibility of more intense
and frequent communication and cooperation between the various practices, in con-
trast to the then current one-directional information flow from physicians to patients,
pharmacists, and nurses and relatives. However, the potential shift in how these var-
ious practices might be re-oriented through the Medication Plan was not explicitly
discussed by the Coordination Group. Rather, discussions were about whether the
information flyer should include a ‘unified’medication plan as a template for patients
or not. Physicians were initially opposed to that idea, arguing that patients should
design a medication plan according to their needs.

The possibility that the medication plan might become a new information tool
for all those involved in medication decisions marked a significant broadening of its
purpose, here signified by our capitalization of the medication plan as ‘Medication
Plan’. Such a possibility was explicitly announced in the second ministerial action
plan, published immediately after the group’s eighthmeeting. The second action plan
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also specified a measure to hold a workshop with software providers to ‘implement’
the Medication Plan in software systems for general physicians, community phar-
macists, and hospitals. Thus, there was a clear intention to broaden the reach of the
medication plan from an information tool for patients to these other practices, which
would allow them to become involved in novel ways in medication processes. The
action plan justified this new position by referring to the discussions in the Coor-
dination Group; however, prior to the publication of the second action plan these
discussions only referred to the medication plan as an addendum to the information
flyer.

Even though there are no indications in the meeting minutes that the Coordina-
tionGroup explicitly discussed using theMedication Plan for re-orienting the various
practices, there must have been an openness for this possibility. Otherwise, the action
plan could not have referred to these discussions to justify the idea that themedication
plan was to become a new information tool for all practices involved in medication
processes, since that implies a significant shift from current practice using the pre-
scription as a one-directional information tool. It appears that another discussion,
which occurred concurrently with the discussions of the Medication Plan, greatly
contributed to creating this openness, namely, a discussion concerning the definition
of key terms related tomedication therapy safety. One important aspect of that discus-
sion was a proposal to distinguish between ‘undesired drug effects’ and ‘undesired
drug events’. While undesired biochemical drug effects cannot be avoided, some
undesired drug events can be avoided, for example, by changing the way or the time
that a certain drug is taken. Making this distinction turned out to be important. For
example, in one session the group had queried the federal association of physicians
about whether the current education of physicians sufficiently addressed medication
therapy safety. The association had replied in the affirmative, arguing that the topic
of pharmacovigilance is firmly established in medical curricula. Pharmacovigilance,
however, only addresses undesired drug effects but not undesired drug events, such
as interactions between various drugs. The group therefore decided that there was
a need to educate physicians about the difference between pharmacovigilance and
medication therapy safety.

The distinction between undesired drug effects and events opened the possibility
for a legitimate and substantial involvement of pharmacists in medication decisions.
Pharmacists are recognized to be ‘experts in drugs’ and could therefore better fine-
tune a certain drug regime to make sure that avoidable undesired drug events are
indeed avoided: as long as only undesired drug effects (colloquially known as ‘side
effects’)mattered, it was clear that only physicians shouldmakemedication decisions
because only they could trade off side effects against intended effects.4

4It is interesting to note that the group maintained that distinction for a considerable time even
after a European directive had re-defined undesired drug effects to include medication errors, a re-
definition which effectively collapses the distinction between undesired drug effects and undesired
drug events and which the group eventually incorporated into its glossary. However, even one year
after the need for adapting to the European directive had been first discussed by the group, the group
decided that a proposed project would only be funded if the distinction between undesired drug
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We interpret these events as indicative of an opening taking hold. Initially, only
a certain openness to an as-yet unspecified possibility of a new way of orienting the
various practices is noticeable. This openness is manifest in both the readiness to
see the Medication Plan as something more substantial than was initially envisaged,
and in the making of the distinction between undesired drug events and effects. Both
these manifestations announce the possibility of a more significant involvement of
pharmacists and other practices in medication processes which, however, was not yet
specified or even thematised. Yet, following the publication of the second action plan,
the Medication Plan would become the main site for working out these new roles,
which came to concern the relationship between patient and regulatory practices
in addition to pharmacists and physicians. Thus, the ‘taking hold’ of the opening
involved the anticipation of a possibility that had yet to be worked out and defined.

How the Opening Was Kept Open

In this section, we will describe (1) how, in the discussions within the Coordination
Group, various efforts to ‘appropriate’ the Medication Plan by particular practices
involved were fended off, and (2) how this keeping at bay contributed to working
out the emerging re-orienting of these practices that the opening had already brought
forth.

The composition of the Coordination Group had stabilized after the first few
meetings to representatives of

• the Ministry of Health, which we here interpret as articulating the regulatory
practices concernedwith allocating costs and benefitswithin the healthcare system,

• the drug committee of the federal association of physicians,
• the federal associations of hospital and community pharmacists,
• an ‘action platform for patient safety’ which includes patient organizations but is
dominated by healthcare professionals,

• and of federal patient and nursing organizations.

Thus, the group comprised five practices, namely those of regulators, physicians,
pharmacists, patients, and nurses.

There were two kinds of moves to claim ownership of the Medication Plan which
we characterize as attempts at ‘appropriation’ in the following, namely, (1) proposals
to restrict its purpose, and (2) proposals to limit the leeway users have in filling in
medication data.

The first type of appropriation gesture, proposals to restrict the purpose of the
Medication Plan, aimed at positioning it primarily as a document for patients to help
them comply with the instructions of physicians. Such proposals were successfully
countered with the argument that the communication function of theMedication Plan

effects and medication errors is accepted and worked into the project proposal. Thus, the group
maintained this distinction in the face of considerable external pressure to give it up.
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is essential for improving medication therapy safety. The topic of these discussions
was whether the Medication Plan should also include a 2D barcode. This barcode
would facilitate communication between the various practices. For example, patients
may also buy some Over-The-Counter (OTC) drugs when presenting a prescription
to a pharmacist. The pharmacist could then read the 2D barcode into her system, add
the OTC drugs to the Medication Plan, check for possible undesired drug events,
and print out the updated and validated Medication Plan. On his next visit to the
physician, the patient would present the updated Medication Plan again so that the
data entered by the pharmacist are now available to the physician too. This might
include information about why the patient has been dispensed the OTC drugs, thus
facilitating a direct professional exchange between pharmacist and physician.

On two occasions, participants expressly opposed this inclusion of the barcode
as part of the Medication Plan, arguing that the purpose of the Medication Plan
was primarily to instruct patients. Opposition to the 2D barcode was articulated by
the representative of the Ministry of Health, who argued that dropping the barcode
would avoid the necessity of equipping physician practices with scanners. Also, the
representative of the hospital association was against inclusion of the 2D barcode in
the Medication Plan, arguing that pursuing purposes other than instructing patients
about the right way to take drugs would increase the barriers to its adoption. These
two arguments reflect concerns about the ‘costs’ of implementing the Medication
Plan in physician practices and hospitals. However, restricting the purpose of the
Medication Plan to ensuring compliance by patients would have also strengthened a
traditional understanding of the role of physicians as having complete authority over
the medication of a patient.

By fending off this closure gesture, the opening that had emerged in the initial
meetings of the Coordination Group, as a potential re-orienting of the practices of
pharmacist and physician, was kept open. This ‘keeping open’ did not just consist
of rejecting a narrow understanding of the purpose of the Medication Plan, but also
specified a way in which the professions involved in medication decisions might
communicate with each other. This is significant since the traditional means of com-
munication between physician and pharmacist, the prescription, does not allow for a
‘talking back’ of the pharmacist to the physician. Hence, fending off efforts to restrict
the Medication Plan to a single purpose also helped to further clarify the relationship
between physician and pharmacist and to elaborate the opening that had emerged as
a potential re-orienting of these practice.

The second appropriating move concerned various proposals to use coding sys-
tems for automatically filling in medication data. Instead of entering plaintext into
a particular field, users would have to enter a code into software that would retrieve
and fill the field contents from an appropriate database. The range of possible entries
into a data field would thus be significantly constrained as compared to a plaintext
field. Specifically, pharmacists proposed to use codes for, among others, the fields
‘active ingredient’, ‘suggestions for taking a particular drug’ (e.g. ‘before the meal’),
and ‘reason for taking a particular drug’ (e.g. ‘against high blood pressure’). The first
field, ‘active ingredient’, concerns the relationship between pharmacist and physi-
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cian, the second and third fields the relations between pharmacist, physician, and
patient.

The proposal to use codes for the field ‘active ingredient’ was related to a promi-
nent project located in East Germany. There, a different form of re-orientation
between the professions of pharmacists and physicians was proposed and tried out.
This project was initiated by the federal association of pharmacists, which is also
an institutional member of the Coordination Group, and the federal association of
panel physicians, which was often present as a guest in the Coordination Group
meetings before becoming a regular member. The most important element of this
project was an agreement that physicians only prescribe so-called active ingredients,
the chemical substance that causes the intended as well as the unintended effects
of a drug in the human body, and pharmacists then select the appropriate drug.5

Within the East German project, a complex choreography of interactions between
the physician and the pharmacist was designed that would produce a medication
plan which reflected their joint decision making, which is then handed over to the
patient. The two projects are thus similar but also distinct. The Medication Plan, as
envisaged by the Coordination Group, is (also) a communication tool for pharmacist
and physician; by contrast, the medication plan as envisioned in the East German
project is seen as the result of such communication. Moreover, as part of that project
the roles of physician and pharmacist are precisely defined and their communication
is precisely choreographed. This vision would have transformed theMedication Plan
into amechanistic form of communication—a coordinationmechanism. As such this
vision would have threatened the Medication Plan as the site of an opening where
new forms of orienting the practices involved could continually be discovered and
tried out. While the Coordination Group did not thematise advantages and disad-
vantages of the East German model, it rejected the proposal to use a coding system
for filling the data field ‘active ingredient’ on the grounds that no mature coding
systems are available for that purpose, thus fending off the possible ‘closure’ that
would have resulted from bringing the medication plan idea under the influence of
the East German project.

Proposals, also by pharmacist members of the Coordination Group, to use codes
for the fields ‘suggestions for taking a particular drug’ and ‘reason for taking a partic-
ular drug’ were also rejected because of concerns about possible misinterpretations
of these codes, especially by patients. The requirement that the contents of the Med-
ication Plan must be intelligible to patients was emphasized several times in the
context of discussing the use of codes. The group decided to use plaintext for these
two fields in order to prevent any kind of ‘wrong interpretation’ until sufficient feed-
back from real-life tests had evaluated whether codes are helpful for users. Through
this rejection, the group thus made it clear that patients are to be involved as active
users of the Medication Plan, without specifying what ‘active use’ really means. By

5Drugs whose patent protection has expired are normally offered by several manufacturers. These
drugs, so-called generic drugs or just generics, differ in price but also in composition concerning
additives and other substances, and probably in quality as well.
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fending off the interests of professionals, pharmacists in this case, the group came
to assign a positive role to patients as users of the Medication Plan.

We interpret these moves and counter-moves as an ongoing, dialectical work-
ing out of the opening. Efforts to appropriate the Medication Plan exclusively as
an instructional device to ensure compliance by patients and as a tool to enforce a
legalistic and technical version of medication management were fended off. These
counter-moves, however, also produced a more nuanced picture of how the Med-
ication Plan could function in a new form of interaction between the practices of
physicians, pharmacists, and patients, while continuing to resist specifying how this
interaction should or must look like on each occasion. Hence, the opening was kept
open in these discussions and this also elaborated the re-orienting of the various
practices involved.

How the Opening Was Kept Productive

In this section, we document how, as the Medication Plan was tested, distinctions
characterizing the involved practices came to the fore that had been glossed over in
prior discussions. Articulation of these distinctions led to a further elaboration of the
re-orienting of practices involved in medication. Moreover, as the Medication Plan
was thematised in practice, the concern out of which it emerged was also elaborated.

Projects to test the Medication Plan were announced along with the publication
of the concept itself after the eighth meeting; however, the first test results were
thematised only about five years later. As of October 2016, general practitioners are
legally obliged to prepare and print a medication plan for patients who regularly take
three or more prescription drugs, and as of April 2017 such medication plans have to
be compliant with the specification of the Medication Plan published by the group,
including the specifications for the 2D barcode.

A continuing theme throughout the discussions of the group relating to these
tests and initial experiences with the Medication Plan concerned problems with the
various coding systems for automatic data filling.While the group rejected proposals
to use such coding systems for several fields, as described above, four fields can be
filled automatically by drawing on a code system for drug names known as the
‘PZN’ which emerged in the 1970s and is maintained jointly by trade associations
of pharmaceutical manufacturers, wholesalers, and community pharmacies (Wagner,
2005). The PZNcode acts as a data key for retrieving further drug-related information
from commercially operated databases, including the trade name of the drug as
registered with the authorities, the name of the active ingredient, the pharmaceutical
form (e.g. tablet or a liquid), and the quantity of the active ingredient in one unit.
A further field concerns the medication schedule, when to take each unit of the
medicine.

When creating a Medication Plan, a physician or a pharmacist could use their
computer system to retrieve drug-related data from the databases of several data
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providers using the PZN as a key.6 However, field tests consistently showed that there
are differences between data providers in how such data are maintained, especially
the ‘active ingredient’ and ‘pharmaceutical form’ but also the ‘trade name’ fields.As a
result of these inconsistencies, the contents of theMedication Planmay change when
it is scanned compared to when it is printed out again, even though the medication
itself did not change.

While in their discussions of these problems the members of the Coordination
Group were mostly concerned with the costs of making the various data sources
consistent, the discovery of these inconsistencies was also productive. For exam-
ple, the group decided to design their own classification system for pharmaceutical
forms. This move was heavily criticized by the three main database providers who
feared damage to their businesses. They meanwhile cooperated to make their own
classification systems for the pharmaceutical form of drugs consistent. However, the
CoordinationGroup decided that it would continue tomaintain andmake available its
own classification system, arguing that contents used in the Medication Plan should
be in the public domain. More importantly, the group also argued that all contents
of the Medication Plan must be intelligible to patients, an argument that had been
made in other contexts as well, as reported above. Thus, the discovery of these data
inconsistencies also contributed to a further elaboration of the re-orienting of the
practices involved in medication processes by reasserting the active role of patients
in its use.

While most tests of the Medication Plan involving patients concerned questions
of usability and legibility, a project of the Aachen Learning Community, in which
one of the authors is actively involved, studied how the Medication Plan changes
the relations of the various practices by conducting reflective video conversations
with patients, pharmacists, and physicians. One finding from these conversations is
noteworthy. It became clear that theMedication Plan can become an occasion to bring
into view the medication of a patient as a whole. This was most clearly articulated by
a diabetes patient, but also by the physicianmember of the Learning Community. The
patient reported how the Medication Plan had enabled thematising her medication
holistically in both her interactions with her physicians and her pharmacist. The
most striking instance of this concerned her interaction with a neurologist. He had
refused to create a Medication Plan for her on the grounds that he was not her family
doctor. However, talking about theMedication Plan led him to review hermedication,
subsequently finding a medication error. Thus, the talk about the Medication Plan
seems to have changed the way that he views or comports to the medication, namely
now in amore holistic manner. AMedication Planwas eventually created and printed
by her endocrinologist. This also included the medication prescribed by the other
physicians (about 6) she regularly sees as well as OTC drugs. Her pharmacist then
spent about half an hour going through the Medication Plan again. Both, her family

6While the ‘e-health law’ later specified that only physicians are obliged to create and print out a
Medication Plan, earlier discussions in the group show that the group also envisaged that pharmacists
can create and print a Medication Plan for patients. Presently, the role of pharmacists in creating
and updating the Medication Plan has not yet become clear.
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doctor and her pharmacist had initially responded rather negatively to her request
to prepare and check her medication plan but then became rather enthusiastic about
this. Overall, she feels that her medication has acquired a new quality—that of being
reviewed and approved holistically—even in cases where the medication was not
changed. Moreover, her family doctor began to be concerned with the way she takes
certain drugs and has asked her to visit more often to follow up on her medication-
taking practice. The patient described this as ‘reining in’ her drug taking practice,
something that was not entirely unwelcome to her.

The physician member of the Aachen Learning Community confirmed these
observations that the Medication Plan provides an occasion to concern oneself more
intensively and holistically with the medication of a patient. In particular, he noted
(our translation):

My experience is that the correct filling-in of the Medication Plan requires a lot of work, a
lot of thinking through; it also occasionally forces the physician to check whether everything
written down there [on the Medication Plan] is still up-to-date, is it still necessary? On the
other hand, it is an instrument which calls for a lot of dynamic, because the Medication Plan
is normally valid only for a few weeks or months and is then changed and modified again,
and this, on each occasion, requires a new thinking through of the plan and the medication.
Of course, not everything will be changed, but everything must be critically evaluated, and
this is an important process.

He also believes that the Medication Plan is important for both physician and
patient. In addition, he sees a need to comply with regulatory intentions.

We interpret these experiences as showing that theMedication Plan is ‘generative’
in the sense that, in practical use and testing, it continues to generate discussions and
discoveries, resulting in further re-orienting of the practices involved inmedication as
the opening is further elaborated. This elaboration results from an ongoing practical
interpretation of the Medication Plan such that, as its possible uses and purposes
come to be better understood, each participant also comes to understand their own
practice better and in a more nuanced way.

Discussion

In this section, we will interpret the happening of an opening, revealed by the Med-
ication Plan case above, as a dialectic process of opposing proximity and distance
between the practices as regions of a concern. This overarching dialectic of near-
ness and farness can be analysed into three constituent dialectics, namely, between
the already familiar and the not yet familiar, between the self and the other, and
between resistance and accommodation. Each dialectic powers an aspect of the over-
all happening of an opening andwewill describe these sub-processes in the following
sub-sections. To bring out how and why these dialectical processes can be produc-
tive, we will also describe how the delicate balance of nearness and farness in each
is in constant danger of being closed down.
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Recursive Processes in an Opening

The dialectic of the already familiar and the not yet familiar is the most fragile and
hidden of the three dialectics. It involves a recursive process because it is powered by
the anticipation of a possibility which has not yet become manifest, but which must
still be assumed to be sufficiently solid to become the basis for concrete action and to
manifest itself as something familiar. For example, for theMedication Plan to be able
to become a site of an opening, the members of the Coordination Group had to allow
a possible reality for the Medication Plan to structure their discussions and thus, in
a sense, to create the foundations for its own coming into existence. Consequently,
there was a high risk that such intuitive action would not live-up to the expectations
of participants or that it was ill-founded. As well as being productive this process
creates a particular vulnerability and fragility of the opening as well.

The danger which constantly threatens to break the productive tension inherent
in this recursive process is not that people refuse to allow a possible reality into their
discourse—thismay be the case, but would simply signify a lack of imagination—but
rather, that the possible reality that announces itself in such discourse is seen merely
as a ‘token’ for some intentions that cannot or should not in fact be expected to become
actual. In other words, a rift is created between present reality and a purely symbolic
world that cannot be bridged. In our example, that danger could have manifested
in a discourse about the Medication Plan characterized by an expectation that the
Medication Plan will never acquire any real meaning, even if used in practice. This
would amount to the discussion acquiring such a token character. This danger of
tokenization was ever present, not only in the initial discussions, but also throughout
the testing of the Medication Plan and in its everyday use. Conversely, the opening
for which the Medication Plan has become a site continues to be productive only if,
throughout its conception and everyday use, an as-yet unknown and unfamiliar reality
is allowed to structure the conversations about the Medication Plan and inform ways
of using it. Since this recursive process accounts for the ‘taking hold’ of an opening,
it follows that the taking hold is not a singular event after which an opening ‘exists’,
but part of the ongoing becoming of the opening, and that there is an ever-present
danger that relations between practices may become unproductive and the opening
disappears.

Assertive Processes in an Opening

An opening is also at risk from efforts to take over control of it—to appropriate it. For
example, pharmacist members in the Coordination Group have repeatedly attempted
to transform the character of the Medication Plan into a primarily pharmaceutical
document through proposals to add various fields that are especially important from
a pharmaceutical perspective. Likewise, members of the pharmacist and the regula-
tory practices have attempted to transform the Medication Plan into a coordination
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mechanismby proposing a detailed choreography of interactions between pharmacist
and physician which would impose a narrow technical understanding of medication
processes on physicians. Such efforts, however, were opposed by other members and
eventually fended off.

The interplay between appropriation moves and assertive countermoves are the
manifestation of another kind of process at work in the happening of an opening.
Again there is a dialectic atwork here because,while counter-actionsmainly served to
keep practices from dominating or ‘colonizing’ the Medication Plan as the site of the
opening, they also contributed to the further working out of the relationships between
the various practices. Such assertive processes are thus powered by a productive
opposition between ‘oneself’ and ‘the other’. They are productive to the extent that
engagement with the other not only contributes to a better understanding of the other
but also to a better understanding of one’s own role and possibilities. The danger
is that the opening becomes ‘colonized’ by one practice that imposes its way of
understanding and acting on the other practices to such an extent that there is no
openness to alternate perspectives.

Generative Processes in an Opening

There is a third process in the happening of an opening which is highly significant
for its productivity. It is powered by a dialectical encounter between the materiality
of the site of the opening and the human agency of the practitioners. For example,
in field tests it was discovered that certain medication schedules could not be cap-
tured by the Medication Plan. Such discoveries, however, were not interpreted as
uncovering deficiencies in the ‘design’ of the Medication Plan that should and could
be eliminated by re-designing the Medication Plan as an artefact. Rather, they were
taken as clues that further meaningful distinctions needed to be made and some-
how addressed. Tellingly, the Coordination Group appreciated the existence of more
complex medication regimes while also resisting calls for re-designing the Medica-
tion Plan to capture such medication regimes more mechanically. Other examples
concern the practical interactions of physicians and pharmacists with theMedication
Plan, which led them to change their comportment toward it and to understand the
medication of their patients in a more holistic manner.

We interpret such discoveries as resulting from a generative dialectic of resistance
and accommodation in interactions between human agency and a certain ‘material
agency’ of the site of the opening, as described by Pickering’s mangle of practice
concept (1995). For instance, when interacting with the Medication Plan, one does
not just encounter a certain material artefact, but all the other practices involved
in medication processes. Such encounters with the resistance offered by the site
of the opening may thus be experienced as a form of ‘practice resistance’ (John-
ston, Reimers, & Klein, 2016) that calls into question or renders problematic certain
aspects of one’s own interpretations and understandings. Accommodating to such
resistance is generative because, by adjusting one’s understanding and way of act-



12 Living Infrastructure 265

ing, the relationships between the various practices are further refined and elaborated.
The danger consists in reconciling such discrepancies in a mechanical manner, for
example, by re-designing the Medication Plan to accommodate every variation that
occurs in practice. Another form of ‘mechanizing’ the Medication Plan would be
to prescribe ways of interacting through it so tightly that human agency is entirely
deleted, as envisioned by the East German project. In both kinds of mechanization, a
seemingly straightforward mechanical ‘solution’ to an existing ‘problem’ would be
‘implemented’: the result would be to close down an ‘opportunity’ to generate new
meaningful distinctions that support more nuanced productive relations between the
practices.

In sum, the nature of an opening consists in a certain way of re-orienting the
various practices to one another which is productive. Three dialectics are at work in
this re-orienting: a recursive dialectic that allows an opening to take hold, an assertive
dialectic that keeps multiple perspectives in play, and a generative dialectic the keeps
the opening productive. Each dialectic process is powered by a distinct opposition at
work among practices, namely, between the already familiar and the not yet familiar,
between self and other, and between resistance and accommodation. As such, they
are each aspects of a more general dialectic of nearness and farness. Together these
dialectics hold the practices apart as distinct and autonomous regions of a concern,
and at the same time, provide a site where creative tensions and new meaningful
distinctions are kept in play through close productive interaction.

Conclusion

We set out to elaborate the notion of ‘living infrastructure’. We drew on the exam-
ple of the Medieval European City Square to suggest what a living infrastructure
might consist of, and what might justify the adjective ‘living’ to distinguish it from
traditional conceptions of infrastructure. The key idea is the notion that a living
infrastructure becomes the site where an opening between certain regions of life,
which share some concern, happens. This happening of the opening is an on-going
process of nurturing and safeguarding certain productive oppositions between the
regions of living that are at once recursive, assertive and generative in the sense
developed in the previous section.

We then presented an empirical case of the Federal Unified Medication Plan for
medication therapy safety in the German healthcare environment. By a careful inter-
pretation of the case materials we sharpened our conceptual tools and showed that
this Medication Plan provides a site where a productive opening happens between
multiple practices involved in medication processes in pursuit of a common con-
cern for medication therapy safety. Thus, like the City Square, the Medication Plan
exemplifies our notion of living infrastructure, as displayed in Table 2.

Finally, we should briefly return to our comments at the beginning of the paper
about the traditional conception of infrastructure as a material coordination system
and relate them to the notion of living infrastructure.Wewill simply note, as discussed
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Table 2 Our conceptual framework, the City Square and the Medication Plan compared

Concept Definition Examples

The City Square The Medication Plan

Concern A concern defines that
aspect of human
existence with which
the infrastructure
deals

The concern is living
life to the full in a city

The concern is
medication therapy
safety

Region Regions are distinct
aspects of the
concern—they are
distinct ‘locations on a
map’ of the concern

The regions are the
institutions of town
life—religion, state,
commerce, and
education/culture

The practices involved
with
medication—medical,
pharmaceutical,
patienthood,
regulatory

Opening An opening is the
establishment of
productive distinctions
between the regions of
the concern

The establishment of
distinctions between
spiritual, corporal,
individual and social
aspects of a full city
life

The establishment of
productive relations
between distinct
practices involved in
medication processes

Site of an opening Where an instance of
an opening takes hold

The lived-in city
square that provides
the conditions of an
opening between
church, town hall,
market and school to
happen

An actual in-use
Medication Plan that
sustains a productive
opening between
physician, pharmacist,
patient, and
regulator/insurer

The happening of an
opening

How an opening
arises, is kept open,
and continues to be
productive

The city square as an
opening happens
through various
on-going dialectical
processes, which
could be documented
for any particular city
square

The Medication Plan
as an opening happens
by: taking hold
through a dialectic of
the already familiar
and the not yet
familiar; being held
open through a
dialectic of self and
other; and remaining
productive through a
dialectic of resistance
and accommodation

in the previous section, that when an infrastructure becomes tokenized, colonized
or mechanized the productive tension between the regions of life lived there closes
down. The infrastructure is no longer a site that holds open practices as distinctive and
productive regions of life lived to the full: at most, only a mere material coordination
mechanism for coordinating the transactional elements of existence remains.
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Chapter 13
Consumer Search Patterns: Empirical
Evidence, Competing Theories
and Managerial Implications

Christopher P. Holland

Introduction

Consumer search is of crucial important to the functioning of markets and therefore
plays a pivotal role in marketing theory (Engel et al., 1995). In a multi-channel
context where shoppers have a wide range of sources of information for search,
around 80% of shoppers have used the Internet for search purposes, and in specific
markets such as airlines, telecommunications and electrical goods, over half of all
purchases, regardless of sales channel, originated on the Internet (Holland&Mandry,
2015).

The digital marketplace is characterized by software and tools to facilitate the
online search process, in particular search engines, social media and specialized
comparison tools, which influence the search process of consumers and are critical
elements in a digital marketing strategy where companies naturally seek to manage
the search process in order to promote their own products (Chaffey & Smith, 2017).
Companies must decide not only what level of spending should be allocated to the
digital channel, but also how it should be allocated across myriad digital channels,
including search engine optimization, paid search, social media campaigns and email
or database marketing (Internet Advertising Bureau, 2012).

The focus of this paper is to present an overview of competing theories that
seek to explain or at least model the online search process for brand selection, in
the light of recent empirical evidence regarding online consideration sets and the
related use of search engines. An inductive approach is followed whereby a focused
set of empirical data of the online search is presented, followed by a discussion
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of competing theoretical frameworks. The purpose is to provoke new discussion
around this topic and foster more pragmatic and realistic thinking in order to inform
managerial practice, which appears to be following an independent trajectory to
academic thinking and research. A newmodel is proposed that is based on a synthesis
of empirical evidence, an inter-disciplinary theory base and ideas and concepts from
the business press.

Empirical Evidence

The dominant concept for modelling consumer search is the consideration set, which
is composed of a set of brands that the consumer finds interesting and evaluates
to inform a buying decision (Stigler, 1961; Howard & Sheth, 1969; Court et al.,
2009). The consideration concept set has been widely used in marketing since the
1960s, (Frank & Massy, 1963; Massy & Frank, 1964; Ehrenberg, 1965; Silk &
Urban, 1978; Narayana & Markin, 1975). It is important because consideration sets
explicitly define competing products through brand choice and therefore define a set
of competitors. This valuable information informs product design, differentiation,
advertising and market positioning. The definition of a consideration set is based on
the marketing literature (Hauser & Wernerfelt, 1990; Howard & Sheth, 1969) and is
given as:

A consideration set is defined as the range of brands that a consumer actively considers when
making a purchasing decision.

Emphasis is placed on the adjective ‘active’ to denote some formof positive search
and evaluation behaviour. This distinguishes the consideration set from the awareness
set, the group of brands that a consumer is aware of but does not necessarily actively
consider.

Pre-internet Search

The assessor database is the largest review of actual consideration sets pre-Internet
and measures the consideration set for a wide range of consumer goods including
soap, beer, coffee, shampoo and yogurt. The range is from 2.6 to 6.9, with an average
of 4.12. Other studies also show relatively narrow search patterns, e.g. beer (3.5),
mouthwash (1.3), deodorant (1.6) and toothpaste (2.0) (Narayana & Markin, 1975),
coffee (3.3), tea (2.6) and beer (3.0) (Massy & Frank, 1964), fast food (5.4), gasoline
(3.0) and soft drinks (5.06) (Brown & Wildt, 1992). The point about these results is
that consumers typically only chose from a handful of options. The awareness set
is those brands that consumers are of from the universal set of all brands within a
particular market.
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Table 13.1 Average consideration sets from six market sectors in UK and US SourceHolland and
Mandry (2013)

Average size of online consideration set

UK US

Car insurance 2.77 2.41

Airlines 2.57 2.60

Mobile phones 2.56 2.42

Auto-motive 2.44 2.22

Banking 2.43 2.38

Grocery 2.40 2.13

y = 5.45e-1.039x
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Fig. 13.1 The distribution of search consideration set for the US airline market

Online Consideration Sets

The Internet changes the search process by making potentially vast amounts of infor-
mation, and therefore a wide range of options, available to the consumer. The use
general purpose search engines and more specialized product search engines, termed
digital comparison tools should also make the search process easier and faster by
automating the collection and evaluation of a large set of brand data. However, those
studies that have measured the online consideration set show clearly that not much
has changed from the pre-Internet results shown above. If anything there has been
a slight reduction in the consideration set, as measured using online panel data, e.g.
see (Johnson et al., 2004; Zhang et al., 2006). The consideration sets for 6 market
sectors from the US and UK is shown in Table 13.1, source (Holland & Mandry,
2013).

These consideration set sizes all fall within a narrow range between 2.13 and 2.77.
Note that these results are averages, whichmasks the distribution of searchers. Taking
the US airline market to illustrate the appearance of the distribution of searchers, see
Fig. 13.1.

It can be seen that 90% of searchers only look at 2 or 3 websites, and that 10%
conduct what could be termed an extensive search process, where 4 or more airline
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websites are viewed. The definition of an extensive search process may appear to
be a little arbitrary, but it makes sense because in many consumer markets, there
may only be around 5 or 6 brands with significant market share. The curved line
is an exponential best fit. This is a good approximation though it is acknowledged
that other skewed distributions such as power and geometric curves could also be
applied.

All of the online results described above were based on an analysis of online
panel data, which also showed another interesting outcome, that the searchers who
looked at two or more websites accounted for approximately a quarter of all the users
who visited any one of the websites within a competitive set. That is, three quarters
of users visited one website, or one brand/competitor only. This could have been a
very limited search activity, or more likely, to carry out some form of service such
as e-banking, repeat grocery buying, topping up a prepay mobile phone or checking
into an airline flight.

Search Engine Behaviour

By going back a stage in the search process to the use of search engines, a similarly
narrow search pattern can be observed regarding the share of clicks garnered by the
top ranking search results (Pan, 2015). These show that the top 3 rankings account for
75% of all clicks and that the first page accounts for approximately 90% of all clicks,
i.e. it is a skewed distribution and could bemodeled as a power curve in which the top
rankings account for a disproportionately large percentage of the attention shown by
searchers, measured by Click Through Rates (CTRs). Similar evidence is given from
the online hotel industry, where search rankings show that the first page of results
account for approximately half of all clicks, and the top 3 results account for half of
all clicks from results displayed on the first page of results (de los Santos&Koulayev,
2017). Eye-tracking experiments also demonstrate a highly focused attention on the
top results in early search engine results (Hotchkiss & Alston, 2005).

Interestingly, the search emphasis on the top results to the detriment of paying
attention to lower-ranked results becomes even more pronounced on mobile devices,
expressed by shorter search terms (Church & Oliver, 2011) and by steeper Click
Through Rates (CTRs). The most plausible explanation is the smaller screen size of
mobile devices compared to desktop search.

Why Do Narrow Search Patterns Matter?

The data almost speaks for itself. Narrow search patterns are the defining character-
istic of consumer brand search, which has implications for advertising, entry of new
competitors into mature markets, the frequency and extent of brand-switching, the
nature of market share changes and the associated growth and decline of individual
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companies. It is therefore important to try and explain the nature of this search pro-
cess and perhaps reevaluate what is sometimes taken as accepted wisdom, namely
that consumers will perform economically rational searches until the benefits of addi-
tional information cost more than the expected search cost (Stigler, 1961). In an era
when search costs are notionally very low because of the ease of access to a diverse
range of information on the Internet and associated ideas around perfect competition
in electronic markets (Malone et al., 1989; Anonymous, 2000), it seems reasonable
to expect broad search patterns as the norm, so it is worth asking the question and
reviewing other possible explanations.

Competing Theories

This section is not meant or claimed to be an exhaustive or even traditional literature
review. Instead, it identifies thematic streams of research in an attempt to paint a
broad picture of competing theories that might help explain narrow search patterns.
Each stream of research is illustrated by a discussion of prominent papers that explain
the logic, rationale and value of the approach in explaining the empirical evidence.

The theories are placed into two groups: (1) Consumer-focused models, theories
that are primarily concerned with how the individual decision-maker behaves when
searching and buying a product; (2) Product-Market Models, theories that seek to
explain consumer behaviour based on the market context defined by the product
characteristics, competitive strategies and offers of individual companies and the
related market structure. In some ways this division is artificial because consumer-
based theories will naturally take into account the market context. However, for
analytical purposes and focusing on the individual theories, the grouping has merit
because it identifies the two rather broad approaches to the problem. It also reflects
the fact that the consumer-focusedmodels do not explicitly take into account different
market contexts, and theories that focus at a market level tend not be concerned with
individual behaviour, but rather the overall pattern of choices as influenced by say
market structure.

Consumer-Focused Models

The customer-focused models all attempt to model and explain how individual con-
sumers behave and in particular how they conduct their search and evaluation of
information. The idea of information processing models has a long tradition in psy-
chology and marketing (Chestnut & Jacoby, 1978), information economics (Stigler,
1961), decision-making theory (Simon, 1955) and more recently in the attention
economy (Davenport & Beck, 2001). It may also explain why consumers do noth-
ing, i.e. exhibit inertia, measured by little or no search and remaining with their
existing supplier (Jacoby et al., 1974).
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Customers as Information Processing Systems

These theories are normally considered to be quite separate but it can be argued that
they are all fundamentally looking at the collection, collation, analysis and evaluation
of information in order to make a buying decision. Whether this is done from an
economic perspective in which utility and costs are the main variables, or whether
the focus is on understanding the process of cognition, or style of decision-making
is of secondary importance. The merits of each theoretical approach for explaining
narrow search patterns are evaluated.

Information Economics

The natural starting point is the seminal work on information economics (Stigler,
1961). This economic model of information search is very simple and elegant: a
consumer incurs search costs for each additional piece of information that is sought
and that each new piece of information has value. In the specific case of exploring
prices for a particular type of product, say a car, then before the Internet, the cost
of the search would be a combination of travel and time costs to visit a range of
geographically dispersed car showrooms. The value of the additional information
would depend on the price dispersion. After two searches, the consumer would make
a decision on whether the expected value of additional search is greater than the cost
of acquiring the information. An implicit part of this model is that the principal
search cost is the cost of acquiring the information, rather than the cost of analyzing
and making sense of it. Prima facie, the Internet dramatically reduces search costs
(Anonymous, 2000; Malone et al., 1989), therefore one would expect the number of
searches to be increased with the advent of the Internet and associated search tools.
In a brand selection process, it is natural to expect consumers to conduct extensive
search patterns because thiswould give them excellentmarket information, e.g. price,
quality and availability, at relatively little cost. However, this is not generally the case
and the theory appears to run contrary to the available evidence.

Decision-Making Style

A different approach looks at the decision-making style of individuals and argues
that they fall into two broad groups: satisficers andmaximizers (Simon, 1955; Karimi
et al., 2015). Rather than assume that individuals behave in a rational manner and
follow a mathematical economic model, it accepts that people have different psy-
chologies. If this model is applied to the distribution of consideration set size in
Fig. 13.1, it can be seen that just 10% of consumers can be classified as ‘maximizers’
and 90% as ‘satisficers’. Given the paucity of data on the distribution of decision-
making style pre and post Internet, it is difficult to make an empirical observation
on the effects of the Internet on either group. It does appear though that the Internet
has not transformed all consumers into standardized searchers with extensive search
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Table 13.2 The attention economy measured by total time and visitor frequency

Airline Average time in
1 month (min)

Average minutes per
visit

Visitor frequency

Southwest Airlines
Co.

15.4 6.8 2.3

Delta Airlines 29.7 10.0 3.0

American Airlines 20.3 7.4 2.8

United Airlines 24.1 8.2 2.9

JetBlue Airways 16.9 7.3 2.3

Source comScore October 2016

patterns. There remains a high variation in search behaviour and other factors beyond
economics and psychology need to be studied.

Attention Economy

A relatively recent approach that explicitly considers the Internet is the attention
economy concept (Davenport & Beck, 2001). The essence of the argument is that
in economics, the abundant availability of information does not help us understand
its consumption and instead the focus should be on what is limited, which is the
attention of individuals. The idea that there is a fixed level of attention is novel
because it places a limit on the search process that is not really acknowledged in
the earlier research into information economics (Stigler, 1961), search in electronic
markets (Malone et al., 1989) and psychology of search (Simon, 1955).

The attention economy also recognizes explicitly that a specific search problem
for a consumer exists together with other activities that also demand attention and
that in fact time is the limiting factor in search behaviour and this is what should be
measured to evaluate consumer search and tomeasure the effectiveness of advertising
campaigns (Voorveld et al., 2013). The idea has face validity for explaining why
consumers fail to conduct extensive search, because they have very limited attention.
Developing the theme on time as the currency of search, some additional data is
shown in Table 13.2 on the amount of attention spent on the US airline websites.

The total average time spent in 1month perwebsite is between 15 and 30min,with
time per visit between 7 and 10 min. This is a relatively small amount of attention,
especially when one considers that approximately 90% of customers look at just 2
or 3 brands (see online consideration set results in Table 13.1). Attention economy
theory is important because it explicitly recognizes that consumers have a fixed,
and therefore limited, amount of attention to spend across competing activities. The
data in Tables 13.1 and 13.2 start to calibrate the actual level of attention spent on a
specific task, i.e. searching for an airline ticket, and show that the airlines have two
important challenges: (1) to be included in the consideration set; (2) to convert the
searcher into a buyer in a short space of time. The attention economy is a powerful
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concept but it does not explain the variance in the search behaviour, nor does it fully
explain why consumers expend so little time on evaluating important purchases such
as flights, where economic theory suggests that a more exhaustive search process
would be the norm (Stigler, 1961).

Prior Knowledge

An obvious explanation for expending so little effort is that consumers already have
detailed knowledge about a market and are therefore confident that they do not need
to conduct extensive search, measured by either the number of brands considered,
or the amount of time spent on suppliers’ websites. Satisficers appear to make up
around 90% of the overall population based on the data shown in Table 13.1 and
the associated analysis in Fig. 13.1. The limited search process can therefore be
explained by a combination of prior knowledge and decision-making style, where
those consumers with a high level of prior knowledge and who are also satisficers
are expected to conduct less search than someone with low knowledge of the market
and/or maximizers (Karimi et al., 2015).

Customer Inertia

In addition to existing customer knowledge, customers rarely start a search and
buying process from scratch, i.e. they already have established patterns, or norms,
for their behaviour. An important aspect of established patterns of behaviour is that
customers generally have search inertia, i.e. there is a natural tendency for them to
continue doingwhat they are already doing, or do nothing, unless something changes.
There are clearly reasons to stay with the existing supplier or product: satisfaction
with the existing supplier, laziness, risk aversion of new products and suppliers,
feeling of entrapment, high switching costs, loyalty towards existing supplier, tie-
ins from contracts, loyalty programmes and good value perception of the current
product.

The point here is that it would be naïve to expect the majority of consumer
behaviour to be characterized by extensive search patterns and associated switching
between competing suppliers because there are clearly switching costs, risks and
search effort involved in evaluating the market and switching from one competitor to
another. A desire to buy a new product or switch from an existing supplier is normally
a pre-requisite for search and indeed the most common strategy for consumers is to
remainwith their existing supplier (Johnson et al., 2004; Holland andMandry, 2013).
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Product-Market Models

The product-market models are distinctive from the consumer models because they
are concerned with the product-market context, i.e. the product attributes and market
characteristics such as industry concentration and supplier strategies, and how these
directly affect consumer behaviour by determining, for example, the product risk,
price, switching costs and what is available to consumers in terms of choice and
market segments. For example, if there is limited competition within a market, then
this will naturally be reflected by a correspondingly small average consideration set.

Industry Concentration

Industry concentration has long been recognised as an important indicator of com-
petitive intensity (Besanko et al., 2009). The logic is that higher levels of industry
concentration can potentially lead to excessive levels of market power for a small
number competitors, and this limits competition in terms of price, innovation and
consumer choice (Holland and Jacobs, 2015; Urban et al., 1984), or more accurately
the numbers-equivalent of competitors is proportional to the range of brands open to
consumers and is therefore proportional to the consideration set.

Market competition and evolution, for example the growth of successful com-
panies, the demise of failed competitors, mergers and acquisitions and regulatory
constraints, results in markets where there are only 4–5 significant brands, i.e. a
small number of competitors enjoy a high collective share of the market. In markets
where geographic specificity plays an important role, e.g. the US grocery market,
industry concentration needs to be measured at a more local level within a specific
geographic area, rather than at a national level.

Even in information-intensive markets such as insurance, physical distribution
may be an important channel, which makes the availability of products through
advisors an important consideration in consumer choice. For example, see the Ger-
man retail insurance market, where brokers still control a large portion of the overall
market. In online markets where a winner takes all dynamic operates, then the choice
may be limited further still, e.g. the online app market for taxi services, where new
entrants have quickly gained traction over the traditional business models and gained
very high market shares very quickly.

The general point is that high levels of industry concentration are common in
developed markets, and in new technology markets where network effects play an
important role, then the markets mature quicker than traditional markets, and often
result in even higher levels of concentration. This means that when one measures
the number of brands that a consumer actively considers, industry concentration will
limit the choice, which means that there may only be a handful of brands that are
worthwhile considering.
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Market Segmentation

Differentiation and segmentation of markets are crucial aspects of marketing strat-
egy and even with broad market segments, e.g. premium and discount brands, this
reduces the actual choice of brands that are suitable for a particular individual’s
needs and requirements. For example, in the UK grocery market, although there are
8 major brands with market share greater than 5%, if a consumer is only interested
in value brands, then their choice is limited to just 2 companies Aldi and Lidl. Sim-
ilar observations can be made in other international consumer markets, including
airlines, insurance, mobile phones and clothes.

In conclusion, the successful segmentation of a consumer market in which the
products from competitors are differentiated from each other and targeted at specific
market segments, coupled with marketing communication from competitors that is
known and clearly understood by consumers, is a very plausible explanation for small
consideration sets in both offline and online channels.

Multi-Channel Search

A limitation of measuring the size of the consideration set in just one channel, the
Internet, is that it may under-report what consumers actively consider based on their
actions and behaviours in other channels. Retailers have even coined acronyms to
describe such behaviour: ROPO, for research online purchase offline, and ‘show-
rooming’, often used in a derogatory or critical manner to describe the behaviour
of consumers that inspect goods in showrooms and then buy them online, often at
a cheaper price. The point is that most consumers will use a variety of channels
for their information, which include online websites, physical stores, social media,
electronic and face-to-face word of mouth, magazines and radio.

Digital Comparison Tools

Prima facie, the strongest explanation for small online consideration sets is that
consumers use digital comparison tools to help them filter the total market into a
smaller selection of possible brands, which are then researched in detail. In the travel
market, search intermediaries such as Kayak and Expedia will scan a vast range of
options based on a set of search criteria, e.g. destination, date and travel times, which
circumscribe themarket to reduce it to what is hopefully amoremanageable problem
for the consumer.

In this context, the value of the concept of the online consideration set could
be questioned because consumer search processes are much more complicated in a
digital-assisted world (Jacobs et al., 2017). However, if the consideration set concept
is defined in terms of consumers visiting a brand’s website, then there is very limited
research that has explicitly considered the influence of digital comparison tools on
direct search, i.e. direct visits by the consumer to the websites of competing brands.



13 Consumer Search Patterns: Empirical Evidence … 281

Research using online panel data concluded that (a) not all consumers use digital
comparison tools, and (b) those that do use digital comparison tools go on to conduct
moredirect searchwith airlinewebsites than those that only did direct search (Holland
et al., 2016). If the stimulating effect of comparison tools on direct searchwith airlines
is replicated in other markets, then digital comparison tools can at best only offer a
partial explanation of small online consideration sets.

Discussion of Competing Theoretical Models

The theories are evaluated with respect to their ability to explain the empirical results
on search behaviour, in particular the small online consideration sets and the relatively
small amount of attention spent on search measured by search time per brand per
month. That is, their utility in terms of explaining search behaviour in the specific
context of a product-market is the focus of interest, and search behaviour in general
is not relevant and therefore beyond the scope of this paper.

Evaluation of Theoretical Models

Customers as Information Processing Units

Looking at customers as information processing systems is a very powerful concept
because in an online environment, the search problem can be defined precisely and
comprehensively in terms of information. Information economic theory could be
used to predict extensive search patterns based on the idea of maximization and the
fact that the Internet dramatically reduces search costs. However this makes two
important assumptions about the nature of search costs and also about the expected
value of further search that may not be true.

Information Economic, Search Effort and Price Dispersion

In the early models of search the focus was often on price information and price dis-
persion in the market (Stigler, 1961). It is very easy to compare price information so
themain cost was in the collection of price information. Inmodern consumermarkets
there is often a bewildering choice of products and configurations of individual prod-
ucts, which make even the comparison of ‘simple’ price information very difficult
(Swann, 2001). Search effort therefore has several components: collection; collation;
analysis; comparison; and sense making. These apply to a wide range of information
attributes, e.g. quality, suitability and price information, which need to be applied to
a range of brand options. In addition, decision-making style, prior knowledge and
industry concentration, may limit the expected value of further search because the
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consumer is only pursuing a satisficing solution, the consumer already has strong
preferences for particular brands based on their prior knowledge and experience,
and high industry concentration can also limit the available set of realistic options.
Viewing the search problem in this light, it is quite plausible that consumers need to
limit their brand selection to just 2 or 3 options in order to make a sensible trade-
off between search costs and expected value from further search. The general point
being made here is that previous comments and evaluations of information economic
theory have not related the theoretical model to enough empirical evidence in order
to calibrate it. Most commentators have therefore tended to under-estimate the cost
of search and over estimate the value of further search.

Attention Economy

The argument outlined above is strengthened further by combining it with ideas from
the attention economy, which explicitly states that total attention is a fixed amount,
though it does not attempt to define or estimate the ‘total’ amount of time that is
available (Davenport & Beck, 2001). Nonetheless, by making the limit of attention
clear, it again suggests that the calibration of consumer behaviour requires more
research and that in fact the total attention available for individual decisions may be
much smaller than was previously assumed or implied, vide Table 13.2.

Customer Inertia

Customer inertia encapsulates a raft of additional consumer factors that help explain
the apparent reluctance of consumers to switch from existing suppliers. These factors
could be incorporated into an information economics perspective because they reduce
the value of expected benefits. A practical approach to this concept is rather than get
lost in the detail ofwhy consumers exhibit inertia, it is easier andmore straightforward
simply to measure the extent of the inertia. For example, in an online market, the
proportion of searchers to e-service tells us the proportion of themarket that is actively
looking at two ormore competitorswithin a given time period. This is therefore a very
robust measure of the proportion of potential switchers within a given market and
therefore a good market indicator of the level of competition (Holland and Mandry,
2013).

Industry Concentration

Industry concentration limits the number of brands in the universal set and therefore
will influence the size of the average consideration set. Similarly market segmenta-
tion will focus the attention of the consumer onto a related set of brands that suit their
own particular requirements. The consumer may be aware of other brands but will
not actively consider them because they are in effect operating in a distinct market,
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where the different market segments are heterogeneous from each other. Examples
can easily be seen throughout Europe and theUS inmarkets such as grocery, telecom-
munications and automotive markets.

Channel Interactions

There is strong evidence of important interactions between channels. In the case
of search behaviour, information channels also include information sources such as
radio, magazines and outdoor advertising. Returning to the problem of understand-
ing the empirical data on consideration sets and search engines, the use of multiple
channels could potentially mean that consumers consider brands in other channels in
isolation from online search. However, given that the online channel has the lowest
cost of search, it seems unlikely that consumers are using more expensive chan-
nels in isolation from the Internet though this would require empirical research. To
understand the effects of multi-channel search requires consumer-focused research
methods that track their behaviour and search patterns in their entirety, i.e. not just
in one channel. The alternative hypothesis is that consumers look at the same brands
or at least similar brands across multiple channels. On balance, multi-channel search
behaviour does not therefore fully explain small online consideration sets.

The Customer Journey Metaphor

The customer journey model in which consumers move along a linear path in which
a large range of options are reduced, i.e. a sales funnel (Engel et al., 1995) is an
intuitively and appealing option because it appears to capture the essence of search
behaviour, and can be used to guide marketing strategy, particularly to devise effec-
tive advertising campaigns. However, the simplicity masks important complexity,
for example recursive search patterns (Court et al., 2009; Bughin et al., 2011), and
differences in consumer and market characteristics (Howard & Sheth, 1969). The
polar opposite to a linear customer journey would be one where the decision-maker
is modelled as being buffeted, seemingly in random directions, as they are exposed
to new information, advertisements and other external influences, influenced also
by internal cognitive processing and evaluation of search information, prior knowl-
edge and market perceptions. The truth probably lies somewhere between a simple
sequence of stages and chaotic Brownian search motion.

Search Bricolage to Create an Information Mosaic

Would a synthesis of previous models be fruitful? This approach has been tried in
the past. For example, there have been strong efforts at building intricate and com-
prehensive models of buyer behaviour based on how consumers search and evaluate
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competing offers dating back to the 1960s (Howard & Sheth, 1969). Although this
particular model is theoretically elegant, it is almost impossible to operationalize
and therefore use in a practical context. This is because the model attempts to be
comprehensive in terms of variables and also includes the mechanisms of how the
variables relate to each other.

It is important to first recognize the inherent complexity of the general search
process and describe it in a realistic manner. Consumers search across multiple
channels in an iterative manner, influenced by the nature of the search problem
or buying decision, their personal traits and market characteristics. The Internet is
not an ordered market-place, instead there is a diverse range of information from
competitors, price comparison engines, agents, online advisors and social media,
and it takes time and effort to create a semblance of order to information that is often
difficult to locate, assess, evaluate and compare in a meaningful manner. Consumers
search until they either make a buying decision or simply end the search process and
do nothing.

Proposed Bricolage Search Model

The information processing model of consumers is apt, but consumers are not cold,
rational, logical entities that systematically process, store, retrieve and reach optimal
decisions. A better description of the search process may be to term it search brico-
lage (Shih, 1998). Consumers rummage and delve for information in an improvised
manner that is often more haphazard than planned, until they create an information-
mosaic that is understood by the consumer, and a decision can bemade.An illustrative
diagram of the proposed bricolage search process is shown in Fig. 13.2.

Discussion of Bricolage Search Model

Search bricolage is distinct from an ordered, analytical approach, which is implicit in
economic models of search (Stigler, 1961) and also in the marketing funnel concept
(Engel et al., 1995), which both attempt to impose order and structure on search
activity, which is described as a linear process. The main features of search brico-
lage are that it explicitly models the search behaviour as an iterative (Court et al.,
2009) and sometimes chaotic process, in which consumers piece together a picture
or mosaic of the search problem based on separate fragments of information. The
information mosaic is assembled from a diverse range of sources and is influenced
by the characteristics of the consumer and the product-market context. An important
prediction of this model is that the pattern from an individual search process would
be characterised by a complex sequence of iterative search paths that is unlikely to
have a clear, consistent and coherent logic to explain it. This is because in addition to
a search strategy defined by consumer intent, objectives and purpose, the search pro-
cess is also influenced by a combination of opportunity, spontaneity, available time
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Fig. 13.2 Search bricolage: information sources, influences and outcomes

and random influences, rather like someone wandering through a range of market
stalls or rummaging in a jumble sale.

The search process may result in changes to the product-market context as the
consumer starts to understand their requirements and competing offers better. For
example, after an initial review of the position, consumers may change the context
because they decide to opt for a new technology innovation rather than a mature
market, which could reset the search process. The act of searching also changes the
consumer characteristics, for example by increasing the consumer’s knowledge or
modifying their preferences. The consumer continues to iteratively seek out new
information, make sense of it, evolve the information mosaic in the context of the
market and the consumer’s own characteristics. Consumers make tentative decisions
and then validate them to increase their confidence until a firm conclusion is reached
and a decision outcome or buying action is made.

Conclusions

The pursuit of a general model of the search process is very ambitious and can be
achieved at best in a broad-brush manner. This is because of the inherent complexity
of the problem and the difficult of modelling and measuring the myriad of individual
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variables that affect the search process. The approach taken here is to propose a high-
level model with search bricolage at its centre. The search context is defined by the
product-market context and consumer characteristics. Search behaviour is modelled
as a dynamic process in which consumers build up an information mosaic through
search bricolage from multiple information sources. The search and evaluation of
information could be highly structured but is likely to be rather haphazard in most
cases. This results in tentative decisions that are iteratively validated, which eventu-
ally leads to a conclusion once the consumer is confident, or at least satisfied with
their decision. Research into the detailed role and influence of individual factors such
as risk, digital comparison tools, personal preferences etc. on the search process is
important to develop a better theoretical understanding of how an individual factor(s)
influences search, and this is the dominant research paradigm in management, where
researchers from individual disciplines, in particular marketing, economics, infor-
mation systems and psychology, attempt to understand and explain different aspects
of the search process. However, it is also important to take a holistic perspective and
at least attempt to conceptualise the problem in an integrative manner.

Themain theoretical contribution of the proposedmodel is to argue that consumer
search is not a scientific, rational method but is characterized by a bricolage process
where consumers rummage for information in the jumble sale of information that is
the Internet. Of course, there are large stalls in this market place, e.g. websites for the
large brands, and there are agents to guide us around, i.e. search engines and digital
comparison tools. But the point remains that the Internet is not an ordered placewhere
information is neatly structured as per Yahoo!’s web directory concept launched in
1994 (Chekuri & Goldwasser, 1997), but rather an inter-connected jumble where
the structure is determined by the content of individual web pages and hyper-text
links between billions of separate documents and information sources. Consumers
therefore employ a range of strategies in order to find relevant information without
becoming overwhelmed by the volume and complexity of information, and the asso-
ciated difficulties of sorting, organising and evaluating it. It is these broad search
strategies, which are displayed as search patterns across large groups of consumers,
rather than precise details of individual search behaviour, where most insights can
be gained into the nature and extent of consumer search behaviour.

In terms of consumer traits, at an aggregate level and regardless of the product-
market context, decision-making style (Simon, 1955) and attention economy theory
(Davenport and Beck, 2001) hold most promise for describing and predicting con-
sumer search behaviour. However, both theories suffer from a lack of detailed and
accurate empirical information, and as a result of this lack of realistic data, there
is very little calibration or testing of these models. The presentation of data in this
chapter makes a small empirical contribution in this respect.
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Managerial Implications

In a managerial context, the search process will be very specific and positioned
within a particular market (e.g. telecommunications, airline, grocery), and most of
the market context such as the maturity of the market, the value and risk of the
purchase, will already be known and understood by managers. The focus of attention
will therefore be on influencing the consumer search process through marketing
communication. Looking at the online channel only, it is known from the empirical
evidence presented in this paper and earlier research e.g. (Zhang et al., 2006; Johnson
et al., 2004; Bellman et al., 1999; Holland & Mandry, 2013) that most consumers
exhibit inertia in that they tend to stay with their existing supplier. Of those that
search the market, the search process is narrow measured by the number of brands
that are actively considered, and that consumers spend less attention than one might
expect, in the case of the airline market this was less than 10 min per brand per visit
within a one-month time period.

Market inertia favours high market share companies because market leaders have
themost to lose by switchers. However, it is vital for all companies to at leastmaintain
parity in advertising and awareness of their brands, to have a fighting chance of being
included in the consideration set of searchers. Of course, this concept is not new and
has been known for a long time in traditional advertising (Jones, 1990). What has
changed though is the focus on understanding the nature of the information exchange
between customers and competitors. To improve the allocation of online spending by
companies requires a much better understanding of the search process and to have
the skills and processes to take advantage of new data sources from web servers,
online panels, search engine data, social media statistics and other newer forms of
market intelligence that are based on online consumer behaviour.

The consumer search bricolage idea suggests that at a very detailed level, the
search process may appear random. However, there will still be broad patterns, for
example in segmentation of the market based on decision-making style and market
trends such as the growth of discount or value brands. The complex nature of the
search problem suggests that rather than adopt a specialist, single-discipline approach
to investigate consumer behaviour, academic research and business research should
follow a more inter-disciplinary approach and philosophy, which is in the spirit of
research bricolage (Kincheloe, 2001). This requires collaboration across academic
disciplines, and a recognition that a broad approach does not equate to a superficial
analysis, but rather it seeks to be realistic and pragmatic in using concepts, tools and
frameworks that are useful, regardless of their intellectual origins.

In an organisational context, managers should seek to avoid functional silos, for
example between marketing and Information Technology or e-commerce functions,
because the most valuable insights can be gained through collaboration between
managers from different functional areas and the synthesis of types of data. This is
especially true in a big data era where commercially valuable customer and market
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information is held in web server logs, online panel data and search histories, and can
be combinedwith transactional data,market research data andmanagerial knowledge
to create rich data sets and exciting opportunities to develop novel insights and
strategies.
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Chapter 14
A Tale of Two Cities: How High Streets
Can Prevail in the Digital Age

Jörg Becker, Jan H. Betzing, Moritz von Hoffen and Marco Niemann

A Tale of Two Cities

“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times”
Charles Dickens begins his 1859 novel “A Tale of Two Cities” by painting the

contrasting scenes of Paris and London during the French Revolution. Fast forward
about 250 years, research and practice have proclaimed the digital revolution and
rung in the digital age (Brynjolffson & McAfee, 2014), but while the digital age
might feel like the best of times for some city centers and their high streets, others
feel left behind. We tell a tale set in the not so distant future of two cities and their
high streets that could not be more different.

The Dark Side of e-Commerce

Its a cloudy Februarymorning inBurnsleywhenMr. Johnson prepares to have friends
to his home to watch today’s football derby.While having a coffee, he considers what
has to be done and writes a to-do list. He checks how much beer and snacks are on
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hand and gets ready to go to the supermarket to stock up, but when he turns on
the television in his living room, he notices that the TV is not responding to the
remote control—and even the buttons on the television itself have no effect. After
disconnecting and reconnecting the television, he is convinced that it is actually
broken. He does not hesitate much before deciding to get a new one to save the
evening. He talks himself into believing this was long due anyway and walks to the
car.

He decides to pay a visit to the electronics store on Main Street, where he bought
his television set some years ago. He pulls up nearby and searches the car’s cup
holder for some quarters to feed the parking meter. When he gets closer to the store,
he notices that its neon sign and the store itself are dark. On the shop’s door, he sees
a notice that the store has been closed permanently. He peeks through the window
and sees a torn banner that reads “We match any price!” He wonders where the shop
owner, Mr. Wong Jr., might be working now. He had taken over the shop from his
father only a couple of years before.

He turns away from the store and sees a well-known electronics retail store across
the street and does not think twice before crossing the street and going in. Inside, a
store associate greets him and asks if he needs help. Mr. Johnson states his urgent
need for a new television. The associate raises his eyebrows as he apparently did not
expect to be required. He reluctantly guides Mr. Johnson to the bank of televisions
sets on display, and asks for his preferences and budget. When Mr. Johnson replies
that he would like a television that is very bright and possibly anti-reflective because
direct sunlight comes into his living room, the store associate hesitates before saying
that he will have to check his computer for that. When he comes back a few minutes
after, he shrugs and says that he could not find any information about anti-reflective
televisions.

Meanwhile, Mr. Johnson has had a look around and has come to the conclusion
that none of the televisions are right for him. He takes out his smartphone, browses
to a popular e-commerce retailer, and looks at the best-selling televisions with the
best average customer ratings. The top-selling product looks promising, as it has a
matte display which he knows works well in direct sunlight. He shows the television
to the store associate and asks whether they have it. The associate takes a note, goes
to his computer again, and comes back a few minutes later with a printed offer. He
hands the offer to Mr. Johnson, who gasps when he sees that the price is almost 200
GBP higher than advertised online and that it is not in stock but can be delivered in
a week (or possibly longer). As Mr. Johnson does not want to cancel the derby party
with his friends, he asks whether there is an option for same-day delivery at a higher
price. The store associate smirks and shakes his head.

Mr. Johnson decides to try his luck elsewhere. On his way back to the car, he reads
the shop signs along the street and notices that many of the shops he visited only
a few years ago have vanished, their storefronts abandoned or replaced by faceless
franchises, betting offices, and the like.

Back in his car, he uses his smartphone to search for electronics stores in Burnsley,
but his search brings up only the store he has just left. He admits defeat and calls his
friend to ask whether he would be willing to host the derby party at his place instead.
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Back at home, he buys the television he wants online (at a 200 GBP savings) and
renounces the high street.

In this future, traditional high street retail has lost. Pressed by e-commerce, local
small businesses could do little more than engage in a price war. A downward spiral
in prices resulted, and the effort was pointless because of the higher operating cost
of brick-and-mortar stores compared to those of online players. Eventually, long-
established retail businesses like Mr. Wong Jr.’s store closed down, and even the
remaining chain stores struggle to meet customers’ expectations.

The High Street Strikes Back

The sun rises above the hectic scramble of the Beckinsdale farmers’ market on a
Fridaymorning.Ms. Crawford finishes setting up her flower stand and awaits the first
customers. She logs into Beckinsdale’s city app—the Beckinsdale Companion—on
her tablet, marks the stand’s current location, and sets today’s opening hours. She
uses her tablet to take a picture of today’s special offer, exotic pink lilies, and posts
it to the local social network.

At the same time, Mr. Davis, a consultant from Beckinsdale’s suburbs, plans his
day. Since he has a new project coming up next week, he adds a new suit and a tie
to his digital shopping list. He uses the Beckinsdale Companion to see if his favorite
tailor is open today. While that shop is closed, he gets a recommendation for another
boutique that carries the brand of suit he is looking for. He sees that his good friend,
Ms. Paul, has marked the store as a favorite, so he sends her an instant message
and asks about her experience with the boutique. Encouraged by Ms. Paul’s positive
response, he drives to the boutique with his toddler son in tow. As he reaches the
city center, his phone directs Mr. Davis to a parking spot nearby. Because Mr. Davis
registered his car with the Beckinsdale Companion, parking fees are automatically
deducted from his account.

While Mr. Davis and his son are walking to the boutique, he receives an alert
that the store has an unusually high number of customers right now, so his smart-
phone suggests making an appointment for a personal consultation in an hour, which
Mr. Davis confirms. With free time to spend, Mr. Davis sits down with his son and
opens the local social network to see what others in the area are doing. He browses
through various posts, including Ms. Crawford’s offer for lilies, and then sees that
Ms. Paul has just checked into a coffee shop around the corner. He comments on
her activity and decides to meet her. Because he knows his toddler gets bored in
the coffee shop, he drops the boy at a high street childcare service the boy enjoys
for a small fee. Remembering the lilies, he decides to bring Ms. Paul some flowers
and locates Ms. Crawford’s stand in the Companion. Guided by his phone, which
interacts with Bluetooth beacons spread across the city, he navigates to the stand and
buys the flowers. Then he drops in at the coffee shop and gives a pleasantly surprised
Ms. Paul the lilies. As Mr. Davis pays for his coffee on his smartwatch, the barista
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offers him a complimentary cookie because this was his fifth visit to the coffee shop
this month.

The hour having passed, an associate at the boutique greetsMr. Davis by name and
directs him to a rack of suits. The associate needsMr. Davis’ exact measurements, but
since the Beckinsdale Companion includes a data marketplace for retailers, he finds
Mr. Davis’ measurements, which another tailor took recently. Judging by Mr. Davis’
shopping history, the associate gladly pays a small data-access fee, which will be
paid to the tailor who provided the measurements. Mr. Davis authorizes the request
for his suit measurements with a tap on his smartwatch.

After choosing his suit, Mr. Davis requests custom tailoring, so the associate
asks whether he wants to wait for it in the store or use the local evening delivery
service. Just then, Mr. Davis receives a push message from the child care center
that his boy wants to be picked up, so Mr. Davis decides on the delivery option.
Quickly, the associate suggests adding a matching shirt and tie from a partnering
outfitter to the delivery. Unsure of the offer, Mr. Davis declines but asks the associate
to send him the product details. The associate uses his tablet to finish the order,
and Mr. Davis confirms the purchase with another tap on his smartwatch. He then
heads to the childcare service and picks up his son. On their way back to the car,
Mr. Davis receives an offer for free parking if he spends ten pounds or more at a
nearby toy store. Pleased by this serendipity, he buys a small stuffed animal, and
his parking fee is automatically reversed. At home, Mr. Davis opens the boutique
associate’s recommendations for the shirt and tie, and since they come with no
additional shipping cost and free return, Mr. Davis places the order.

In the evening, Ms. Crawford closes her flower stand and checks to see howmany
people have seen her lily post and digitally engaged with her business. Shortly after,
a courier delivers the consolidated business outfit toMr. Davis home. Happy with the
quality of the tailoring and the great recommendation for the shirt and tie, he posts
a picture and a review of the boutique to the Beckinsdale Companion.

AlthoughMr.Davis’ shopping trip is set in the future, the technologies that enabled
him to streamline his day exist today. Our example shows how integrated services on
the retailer and high street levels can facilitate hybrid digital and physical customer
experiences. However, for the Beckinsdale scenario to become reality, high streets
must first escape the inevitable downward spiral that we have described—perhaps
exaggerated a bit—in the Burnsley case.

A Downwards Spiral in High Street Retail?

Ongoing digitization has had a significant impact on the traditional structures of high
street retail as e-commerce and m-commerce’s market share grows. While offline
retail revenue grew slightly inGermany fromEUR427.6 billion in 2007 toEUR486.5
billion in 2016 (HDE, 2017), e-commerce revenue increased almost five-fold, from
EUR 10.9 billion in 2007 to 52.74 billion in 2016 (Furchheim et al., 2018). Although
e-commerce accounted for only 13.2% of the business-to-consumer (B2C) retail
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market in 2017, the double-digit growth rates are projected to continue (Furchheim
et al., 2018), challenging high street retail and especially small and medium-sized
enterprise (SME) retail. As seen on Burnsley’s high street, this trend manifests in
abandoned commercial spaces that render the corresponding high street less attrac-
tive, leading to more businesses’ failing. The market cannot compensate for such
vacancies, and the high street gradually empties out (BBSR, 2017).

The retail market currently responds with omnichannel and “bricks-and-clicks”
approaches (Brynjolfsson et al., 2013; Herhausen et al., 2015), where customers can
switch seamlessly between channels and benefit fromboth the digital and the physical
world. Nevertheless, most of such projects are executed by large retail chains that
exclude the SME retailers that usually make up the majority of high street tenants.
Large chain stores that branches at every other city center do not contribute to the
attractiveness and individuality of a high street and may not be able to stop the high-
street erosion process, even if they use omnichannel approaches. Instead, digitization
must take place on the high street as a whole, where the high street’s overall well-
being influences its tenants and vice versa.

A suffering high street can be a critical issue for the whole city on multiple levels.
The most obvious and direct consequences of a spiraling high street are economic,
as fewer retail shops lead to dwindling sales, decreasing tax incomes, and lost jobs.
An eroding high street also affects the social environment as the city becomes less
attractive, which damages both the city’s housing market and its tourism industry. To
counter this development, the city must raise its high street’s economic and physical
attractiveness. Countermeasures include financial support for the retailers and con-
struction projects to improve the city center’s physical attractiveness. However, the
extent to which an individual city’s retailer suffers depends on factors like the city’s
population and its surrounding countryside (BBSR, 2017). While prime locations
in attractive, large cities are expected to suffer minimally from the effects of the
ongoing structural change in the retail industry, smaller cities—especially those that
are near larger cities—are not expected to fare as well (BBSR, 2017).

In the past, SME retailers had limited competition and could use personalized ser-
vices and individual assistance to justify a price premium.However, today spatial dis-
tance is bridged by e-commerce, and smart devices and ubiquitous Internet connec-
tivity havemade customers “informed, networked, empowered and active” (Prahalad
and Ramaswamy, 2004, p. 5) with in-depth product information, price comparisons,
and digital services literally at their fingertips.Without being constrained by opening
hours or distance, customers can engage with online retailers 24/7 and receive per-
sonalized advice and recommendations from retailers, social shopping communities,
and their own social groups. Thus, e-commerce and m-commerce have altered the
long-lasting power relationships between customers and retailers (Hagberg et al.,
2016) as customers increasingly engage in “research shopping” or “showroom-
ing,” visiting brick-and-mortar stores to look at products but buying online (Gensler
et al., 2017). With ubiquitous access to shopping opportunities, the formerly sequen-
tial customer decision process is now a continuous, dynamic decision-making pro-
cess, where customers continuously re-evaluate their decisions during and between
every phase of the their journey (Faulds et al., 2018). Customers are empowered
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by using their mobile devices in stores to compare prices, research, and buy, free-
ing them from the retailer’s influence (Parise et al., 2016). Most strikingly, a recent
Forester survey revealed that only 29% of customers perceive store associates as
knowledgeable (Murray, 2016), and a Motorola survey found that 61% of mobile
shoppers believe their product knowledge exceeds that of store associates (Faulds
et al., 2018).

Traditional high street retailers also suffer from spatial constraints in terms of
both locality and shelf space, as their markets become increasingly diverse. In eco-
nomic terms, this effect is typically discussed with reference to “the long tail” con-
cept (Anderson, 2008), which describes the increasing availability of and demand for
obscure or individualized products while each of the goods has only limited demand
in a brick-and-mortar retailers’ local market. To face the challenge, the retailer is
required to stock a wide range of products for a limited local audience only, expos-
ing it to high costs for stock keeping and low turnover. Therefore, online retailers
that may cater to national or even global audiences have a strong competitive advan-
tage, as their market for obscure or individualized products is much larger (Ahlers
et al., 2018). Although it may seem pointless to consider the long tail with rarely
sold products, for segments like books, rarely sold products are 30% of the market.
Therefore, almost a third of brick-and-mortar retailers’ potential profits are lost to
the competition online.

Another threat for high-street retail that is lurking in the digital realm is customer
analytics. Many local retailers determine their marketing and procurement options
based on gut feeling and coarse insights into customer segments or marketing theory
(Murray, 2016). Although large retail chains collect and analyze customer data,
they are retailer-specific data silos that do not benefit the high street as a whole.
The online competition understands the benefits of analyzing the data generated on
their own platforms and from third parties and have almost perfected their analytics
instruments to the point atwhich they can precisely recommend products and services
to individual customers. Therefore, while a SME retailer typically relies only on
intuition, experience, and interaction to assess a potential customer’s needs, large
e-commerce players draw from their huge accumulations of data to recommend
products based on similar customers’ purchases and preferences.

It is clear that e-commerce and increasing customer empowerment and expecta-
tions impact high streets and that the digital age will lead to further transformation of
brick-and-mortar retail. High streets that understand these issues are seeking reme-
dies to strengthen their position in the customers’ buying processes. The next chapter
outlines how digitization impacts and may be able to improve high streets’ compet-
itive position.

Digitization on the High Street

What can we learn from our two tales? What are the key elements for high streets
to prevail in the digital age? Digitization refers to the “integration of digital tech-
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Fig. 14.1 Dimensions of digitization on the high street

nologies into everyday life” (Hagberg et al., 2016, p. 696), where analog activities
are transformed digitally (e.g., a shift from parking meters to automatic billing of
parking fees) and completely new activities emerge (e.g., mobile social networks).
City centers and high streets are complex service ecosystemswithinwhich actors like
customers, retailers, service providers, and local authorities interact and influence
each other over time and space (Chandler & Lusch, 2015). Enabled and constrained
by institutions and institutional arrangements, actors engage in the exchange of ser-
vices in ever-changing constellations (Vargo & Lusch, 2016) to create “economic,
financial, or social value or some combination of these” thereof (Chandler & Lusch,
2015, p. 6).

Digitization profoundly transforms the service setting, the channels, and the inter-
faces between actors, the roles and relationships between actors, the resources inte-
grated into the service delivery process, and the creation of value (Hagberg et al.,
2016; Vargo & Lusch, 2016). In the Beckinsdale example, the setting is not spa-
tially bound to the actual high street but reaches into the personal spaces of the actors
involved. Digital technology provides interfaces so actors can engage, free of tempo-
ral and spatial constraints. The Beckinsdale Companion and associated information
systems, along with their interfaces, underlying processes, and governing mecha-
nisms, are based on institutional arrangements between municipal entities, retailers,
and service providers, so this digital platform facilitates the service ecosystem. We
use the Beckinsdale example to discuss the transformative power of digitization for
high streets using the lens of the Service-dominant logic (SDL) of marketing (Vargo
& Lusch, 2016). Figure 14.1 depicts the dimensions we considered: service inter-
faces, resources used, actors and their roles and relationships, and the co-creation of
value in service exchanges.
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Interfaces

High street retailers traditionally deliver services in person-to-person interactions, but
today they can also draw from a plethora of digital technologies to integrate the phys-
ical and digital worlds and provide new channels and forms of interaction (Willems
et al., 2017). The ubiquitous mobile smart devices that are connected to the Internet
have become central interfaces between actors (Bradlow et al., 2017; Faulds et al.,
2018), and the notion of an actor also comprises technology itself (Hagberg et al.,
2016). Glushko (2010) differentiates among seven contexts in which information-
intensive service may occur, all of which can be found in the Beckinsdale example.
High street retail is largely an information-intensive service, where “the information
actions are responsible for the greatest proportion of value created by the service sys-
tem” (Glushko, 2010, p. 21). For example, Ms. Crawford uses the Beckinsdale Com-
panion in a self-service interaction to provide information on her flower stand, which
then creates value for Mr. Davis, who uses the information in another self-service
interaction to navigate to her stand. Transparent to the user, Mr. Davis’ smartphone
interacted with Bluetooth beacons in a back-end-intense machine-to-machine inter-
action. Although Glushko (2010) differentiates between location-based and context-
aware service contexts, we maintain that most, if not all, digital services in the high
street use actors’ locations and other properties as context. In Beckinsdale, the main
actors are constantly providing information to the underlying information system,
either through proactive input, as Ms. Crawford did, or via sensor- and vision-based
technologies.

Digitization in high street retail can, to some extent, be boiled down to the intro-
duction of additional digital and physical touchpoints to the service system that allows
actors to interact and co-create experiences (Brynjolfsson et al., 2013). With these
touchpoints, retailers can influence and interact with their customers at every stage
of the customers’ journey. While Faulds et al. (2018) limited their unit of analysis
to dyadic customer-retailer interactions, we widen the view to include third-party
and municipal service providers. For example, the Beckinsdale Companion provides
an interface between municipal parking services, retailers, and customers. Allowing
customers to buy a toy in exchange for parking fees is one outcome of this additional
touchpoint, which influenced Mr. Davis’ customer journey and created value for
everyone. The whole scenario depends on back-end analytical services, such as the
service that allowed the toy store to send the promotion toMr. Davis. In our example,
there is also a local social network of high street actors that links customers with
their reference groups and to other customers in their vicinity (Betzing et al., 2018).

Digital technologies also empower store associates in technology-enhanced
person-to-person interactions (Glushko, 2010). The salesperson in the boutique was
equippedwith a tablet that provided information about the customer and createdbetter
value propositions by personalizing the service. Mr. Davis’ use of his smartwatch to
confirm the salesperson’s requests also shows that these new channels and interfaces
in the high street service system are bi-directional. These mobile touchpoints blur
the boundaries between the public space and the customer’s private space (Shankar
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et al., 2010), while multiple direct touchpoints to the retailer support its ability to
satisfy the customer’s information demands using the channel of his or her choice.

Resources

Traditional value creation in high street retail is based on selling products and ser-
vices (Grönroos & Voima, 2013). The SDL shifts the focus from value-in-exchange
to the co-creation of value in reciprocal interactions between actors (Vargo & Lusch,
2016).Vargo andLusch (2008) defined service as “the application of specialized com-
petences (operant resources–knowledge and skills), through deeds, processes, and
performances for the benefit of another entity or the entity itself” (p. 26). This theoret-
ical lens is reflected in many retailers’ changing self-conceptions away from simply
being sellers of goods to being problem-solvers and providers of experiences (Lemon
&Verhoef, 2016). Consequently, operant resources become “the fundamental source
of strategic benefit” (Vargo & Lusch, 2016, p. 8). On the digitized high street, data
is the central operant resource.

In the Beckinsdale scenario, various actors make their data public, and the city
itself pursues a “smart city” approach, where a municipal digital infrastructure gath-
ers various information from the physical world. Increasing numbers of cities give
open access to their cities’ data,which can be used to provide smart digital services. In
Beckinsdale, sensors and camerasmeasure the occupancy of parking spots and pedes-
trian flows on the high street, so these technologies can supersede traditional methods
of customer behavior analytics, such as surveys and user shadowing in high streets.
After Mr. Davis consented to having his data collected and shared, his smartphone
tracks his movements in stores and around the high street to deliver location-based
services. His information yields value on both the retailer and the high-street levels,
as retailers can gain insights into their customer bases, personalize their services, and
provide targeted advertisements. Think of the coffee shop that rewards Mr. Davis for
re-visiting the store, and more advanced analytics even allowed the toy shop to infer
Mr. Davis’ needs from his trajectory, i.e., he parkedwith subject to public charges and
later visited the child care services. On the high street level, pedestrian flows, hot and
cold spots, and store migration can be analyzed to support marketing cooperatives
and local authorities in their strategic and operational decision-making. Aggregated
customer data even allows for (geo-)recommender systems that are similar to those
customers already accustomed to in e-commerce. For example, based on his previous
store visits, Mr. Davis got a recommendation for a boutique that he had not visited
before.

High street retail can tap into many sources to digitize their offerings. Figure 14.2
shows the prevalent sources that retailers can already use, but high street retailers
may see the technologies behind these data sources as difficult to integrate into their
service systems and as suitable only for larger retailers. However, it is a miscon-
ception that the digitization of high street retail is fully dependent on investments
in novel and potentially expensive technologies. In fact, retailers are often already
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Fig. 14.2 Data (Re-)sources available for high street retail

in possession of the resources they need, such as point of sale (POS) terminals or
enterprise resource planning (ERP) systems, which are valuable data providers (Li
et al., 2012). Loyalty cards and customer relationship management (CRM) systems
have been used for years to link customers to their transactions (Chen, 2014). In the
Beckinsdale scenario, this information was made available to the boutique’s sales-
person, who was then able to recommend suits to Mr. Davis based on his shopping
history.

Other operant resources can be found outside the high street and smart city set-
tings. User-generated content from social media and rating and review sites are
already publicly available in large quantities and—in the ideal case—provide hon-
est and unbiased opinions (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). In the current setting, most
content is user-generated and interactions between customers and other participants
in the high street ecosystem. The local social network in the Beckinsdale example
allows Mr. Davis to ask his reference group about the boutique, find a suitable gift,
and learn about Ms. Paul’s location. For retailers, user-generated content teaches
them more about potential customers than is usually feasible during a regular cus-
tomer interaction, as customers may not disclose the interests or upcoming plans
to store associates but do so on their social media profiles (Stieglitz et al., 2014).
Knowing their customers’ personal preferences can be useful in creating better and
more personalized recommendations and interactions. Thinking back to Mr. Davis
and Ms. Paul, social media data could help Ms. Crawford to suggest Ms. Paul’s
favourite type of lilies to Mr. Davis.

Beyond the collection of data, most of the value of data marketplaces lies in its
meaningful aggregation and integration. Given the vastness and diversity of data
resources available, from highly structured data (ERP) to unstructured data (video,
sensors), this task is complex, as information from various sources, some of which
are not in the retailer’s control, must be integrated to overcome retailer-specific data
silos. Mr. Davis uses a digital shopping list and tracks his shopping history across
stores, so the customer provides data to the retailer, which then can integrate and
enrich it with the retailer’s own data. Moreover, pioneer work has been conducted
by heavily data-driven companies like Facebook and Google, which continuously
develop more efficient systems to store, integrate and analyze collected data (e.g.,
Chen et al., 2016; Pedreira et al., 2016; Rendle et al., 2016).
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The Beckinsdale scenario also shows that data is not only a resource that is shared
and used freely, but under certain circumstances it is even a tradeable good. For
Ms. Crawford it makes sense to publish her stand’s details for free, since customers
are not likely to be willing to pay for this data, and keeping it secret gives her no
economic advantage.However,Mr.Davis’ tailor has a financial interest in keeping his
measurements secret (because of the investment made in obtaining the data), while
the boutique owner has a financial interest in obtaining them (to avoid investing
in taking the measurements himself). It should be clear, then, that both parties can
maximize their utility by trading the data for money (Stahl, 2016). While selling
what has been coined “information goods” would have been unthinkable only a
few years ago—and may still be difficult for retailers who are involved primarily in
selling tangible items—it has become an established and maturing reality (Schomm
et al., 2013). Establishing data marketplaces and associated pricing mechanisms is
not trivial (Stahl, 2016), but doing so can create additional revenue for retailers,
regardless of their stores’ operating hours. If data marketplaces are used as in the
example, they can contribute to positive customer experiences across the high street.

Actors

The management and IS literature has studied information technology’s potential
to transform organizations for more than sixty years. Many theories, such as those
related to organizational politics and culture, can be adopted to the high street ecosys-
tem (e.g., Robey & Boudreau, 1999). We see political actors like single retailers and
groups of retailers organized into marketing cooperatives that seek to exercise their
power in shaping the high street to their benefit. Digitization on the high street level
introduces new actors and changes the roles and power relationships of existing ones.
Newactorsmight provide services that contradict longstandingorganizational culture
and retail heuristics. For example, the boutique salesperson in Beckinsdale placed
Mr. Davis’ shopping experience and his needs over the short-term maximization of
profits when he recommended a competitor’s tie.

In Beckinsdale, a form of high street alliance changed the traditional mode of
competition between retailers to one of cooperation, united by the common goal of
a prospering high street (Gomes-Casseres, 1997). As known from online affiliate
networks, the boutique might receive a provision for referring the customer. In a
similar vein, the data marketplace allows retailers to exchange customer information.
We maintain that platforms enable retailers to participate in digitization because of
economies of scale and scope. Marketplaces and networks bring actors together
and facilitate the exchange of services. Many digital encounters in the Beckinsdale
example would be all but impossible for a single retailer who has limited financial
resources and technical expertise. For example, why would a SME retailer publish
a mobile app for his or her store? From a customer’s standpoint, a central interface
with which to receive information on retailers in the vicinity is more valuable than
using a single retailer’s app, about which a foreign visitor to the high street might not
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even be aware. The Beckinsdale Companion also strengthens the customer’s role; we
already saw how customer-facing digital technologies empower customers in their
relationships with retailers. While generic third-party solutions for price comparison
or product searches are out of single retailers’ control, a central local platform like
the Beckinsdale Companion can empower customers for the mutual benefit of the
high street’s stakeholders (Faulds et al., 2018).

The actors in Beckinsdale provide various types of services within the unified
interface of the Companion. Customer-facing services are provided by the munici-
pal authorities (e.g., parking), retailers (e.g., promotions), a local platform provider
(e.g., beacon-based navigation, location-based recommendations), third-party ser-
vice providers (e.g., local delivery), and other customers (e.g., the local social net-
work).We also see that digital communication and coordinationmechanisms support
existing “offline” high street services, such as a child-care service. While a stable
mode of cooperation between retailers, third-party service providers, and municipal
bodies has been established in the Beckinsdale example, for other cities complex
organizational questions arise: Who introduces a platform? What cost and revenue
structures are available? What remunerations, sanctions, and governance structures
exist? Who can provide a service to whom? How are collaboratively provided ser-
vices delivered with regard to a steady level of service quality across providers? The
Beckinsdale Companion provides a digital business directory that replaces the Yel-
lowPages that publishing companies traditionally provided, but will these companies
run this digital counterpart, or are there new intermediaries? In Germany, we already
see third parties who provide digital platforms and modules as white-label solutions
that local operators can license. Moreover, the role of local marketing cooperatives
might be affected as well. Rival cooperatives in some cities might result in both
introducing digital services on high street level, but from the customer’s standpoint,
rival offerings that lack integration are inferior to a central, integrated service plat-
form like the one in Beckinsdale. One might observe displacements and platform
races that are similar to those that are occurring in mobile operating systems and
programming languages.

(Co-)Creation of Value

Burnsley’s retailers engaged in a price war and lost, while retailers in Beck-
insdale understood that a price war is pointless and focused on other strategies
instead (Brynjolfsson et al., 2013; Rao et al., 2000). Relevant kernel theories
in marketing and customer behavior research include those related to customer
satisfaction, service quality, customer relationship management, and customer
engagement. Most prominently, research has suggested that retailers and other ser-
vice providers focus on co-creating customer experiences to increase the customers’
value perceptions (Betzing et al., 2018; McColl-Kennedy et al., 2015b).

Customer experience theory addresses customers’ responses to retailers and other
actors (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2015a). Based on a comprehensive literature review,
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Lemon andVerhoef (2016) defined customer experience as the customer’s “cognitive,
emotional, behavioral, sensoric and social responses to a firm’s offerings during the
customer’s entire purchase journey” (p. 74). Customers respond both consciously
and unconsciously to encounters with retailers at multiple touchpoints and form
their experiences dynamically over time.

With the introduction of new interfaces and service contexts (Glushko, 2010),
we see digital customer experiences that are facilitated by interacting with technol-
ogy (e.g., using a web-shop) and hybrid online-offline customer experiences, where
analog and digital channels are mixed (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2015a). The SDL
acknowledges that “value is always uniquely and phenomenologically determined
by the beneficiary” (Vargo & Lusch, 2016, p. 8) so customers assess the co-created
value bymeans of accrued interactions with the retailer and other actors (Tynan et al.,
2014).

Value is dynamic in nature, as customers continuously re-evaluate their experi-
ences along the customer journey with respect to the “purpose or objective that is
directly served through product/service usage” (Lemke et al., 2011, p. 847). Con-
sequently, high street actors cannot prepare canned experiences for customers to
retrieve. To what extent service encounters serve the customer’s experience is indi-
vidual to the customer’s perception and depends on external influences like the cus-
tomer’s personal cultural and social belief system (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2015b).
For example,Mr.Davis consulted his friendMs. Paul before visiting a store andmight
now associate the store with a positive social response even if he had never visited
it. The creation of customer experience also depends on the customer’s willingness
to engage in co-creation, the other actor’s responses, and the customer’s perception
of its value (McColl-Kennedy et al., 2015b), which can be further distinguished into
“experiential/hedonic, symbolic/expressive and functional/utilitarian” (Tynan et al.,
2014, p. 1062) types of customer value.

Mr. Davis’ shopping trip is a high street experience comprised of intermingled
experiences and customer journeys. Mr. Davis was willing to grant permission for
a store to use his information, and he actively engaged in co-creation at multiple
encounters. Based on his interactions with the local social network,Mr. Davis bought
flowers and visited Ms. Paul, which addresses the social and emotional responses
that lead to an hedonic experience (Tynan et al., 2014). Interactions with the bou-
tique and its salesperson resulted in different types of customer value. Based on Mr.
Davis shopping list, shopping history, and measurements, the salesperson responded
efficiently to Mr. Davis needs, which resulted in a functional experience. Mr. Davis
will use the suit and tie he bought as a form of outer-directed self-expression toward
his new client, leading to a form of both expressive and social customer value.

In the end, not only have customer experiences been co-created, but the exchange
of service have also yielded economic, financial, and social value for the high street
actors (Chandler & Lusch, 2015). Central to the digital transformation in high street
retail is the provision of seamless high street experiences, where all stakeholders
collaborate to contribute to the experience (Faulds et al., 2018). Retailers are respon-
sible for the co-creation of customer experiencewith their customers bothwithin their
store and on high street level with the help of digital technologies and interfaces.
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HowWill the Tale Continue?

We have seen that high street retail is in a transformation and that the digital age is
both boon and bane for high streets. With omnichannel retail and hybrid digital high
street services, the borders between digital and physical customer experiences are
blurring, and manifold touchpoints and actors are competing at every point in the
customer journey. In Burnsley, the high street retailers were not able to respond to
the challenge of digitization, and their high street degraded.

Information systems research can make a positive contribution to addressing high
streets’ social, political, and economic problems. As seen inBeckinsdale, by transfer-
ring some of the benefits of e-commerce to the high street ecosystem and combining
them with the integral benefits of physical brick-and-mortar retail, the local retailers
can collectively make both digital and physical value propositions that go beyond
e-commerce to foster lasting customer experiences. We envision that, on the way
to becoming fully digital, high streets can evolve to using central digital platforms
as an improvement over individual- and retailer-specific approaches. In this highly
cooperative scenario, actors in the high street ecosystem have to join forces for the
common good by converging data from retailers, customers, and municipal bodies
on a central hub. Thus, value is created by a community of high street actors within
a digital platform ecosystem (Tiwana, 2014).

Alliances and platform business models are in stark contrast to traditional high
street retail business models, so they require that retailers undertake a mind shift.
Much of the value created in the Beckinsdale example results less from selling
goods and services than from high street actors’ being intertwined in ever-changing
constellations and united on a digital platform. Hence, traditional business models
and strategies that are tailored to the creation of value only from the inside of an
organization cease to be applicable.

Central digital platforms have an undeniable financial incentive: The investment
required to create a fully digitized customer experience are daunting even for large
Internet enterprises and chain retailers and are simply impossible for the average
SME high street retailer. However, where individual budgets are insufficient, shared
effort can go a longway. Since, digital retail online and on the high street is inherently
data-driven, shared investment not only supports the transformation from traditional
to digital but also widens the available data for local platforms. Strong digitized
high streets might even draw online players back into the physical world. Bell et al.
(2017) showed a trend in formerly pure online players’ opening offline showrooms
to increase demand and reach customers in person. Bringing high street retailers
together on a single platform also vastly lowers the entry barriers for new or more
risk-averse retailers by reducing the individual upfront financial investment and cre-
ating lagged benefits from instantaneous visibility. The inclusion of laggards in the
platform ecosystem is beneficial for incumbent participants as well, as the additional
retailers increase the high street’s appeal by making the ecosystem more diverse and
offering additional opportunities for value co-creation. At the same time, complexity
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for customers and retailers is reduced since all interactions are carried out via a single
touchpoint, similar to a “one-stop shop,” a central vision of e-government.

In the joint research project smartmarket2, a consortium of information systems,
marketing, and service researchers from the universities of Duisburg-Essen, Pader-
born, and Münster and industry partners, we are jointly designing and developing a
central platform to accompany the physical high street ecosystem with digital ser-
vices and to foster the co-creation of digital customer experiences. From a service
marketing perspective, our future research will investigate how the co-creation of
customer experiences influences customers in their decision processes, how differ-
ent types of customers and segments react to digital interventions, and how customers
evaluate these hybrid online-offline experiences.

Although digital customers expect personalized service from retailers, privacy
concerns with regard to their location, shopping list, and purchase history remain.
Future studies should investigate customers’ privacy-related decision-making on col-
laborative platforms. Legal issues, such as those related to the EU General Data
Protection Regulation (GDPR), and ethical considerations must also be taken into
account. From an economic perspective, a digital platform requires a sound busi-
ness model, multiperspective business processes, and a service provider that acts as
an intermediary between high street stakeholders. In addition, the central platform
influences power relationships on the high street, so future research should investi-
gate how existing networks might evolve or disperse and how new alliances might
form since, from a technological perspective, a central platform is a highly complex
system that requires a sound architecture and interfaces to the various stakeholder
systems.

Several challenges must be addressed before the digital high street is in a position
to strike back, but cooperation and a central digital representation are paramount
for the ability of high streets as a whole to prevail. In Beckinsdale, where rich
information is available to all high street participants, the retail marketing heuristic
“deliver the right message to the right person at the right time” is taken to a new
level by means of hyper-relevant messages and value-added digital services across
the high street. However, Bradlow et al. (2017) reminded us that “retailers will need
to consider both the ethical and potential boomerang effects that many customers
feel when products are hyper-localized” (p. 81). In the near future, we will see how
innovative high streets set themselves apart from their less-innovative and purely
“analog” counterparts. Information systems research cannot alleviate all problems
high streets face, but they can help high streets meet the digital expectations of their
connected and empowered customers—for the best of times!
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