
This article was downloaded by: [128.138.65.154] On: 30 May 2018, At: 11:22
Publisher: Institute for Operations Research and the Management Sciences (INFORMS)
INFORMS is located in Maryland, USA

Organization Science

Publication details, including instructions for authors and subscription information:
http://pubsonline.informs.org

Knowledge Collaboration in Online Communities
Samer Faraj, Sirkka L. Jarvenpaa, Ann Majchrzak,

To cite this article:
Samer Faraj, Sirkka L. Jarvenpaa, Ann Majchrzak,  (2011) Knowledge Collaboration in Online Communities. Organization
Science 22(5):1224-1239. https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1100.0614

Full terms and conditions of use: http://pubsonline.informs.org/page/terms-and-conditions

This article may be used only for the purposes of research, teaching, and/or private study. Commercial use
or systematic downloading (by robots or other automatic processes) is prohibited without explicit Publisher
approval, unless otherwise noted. For more information, contact permissions@informs.org.

The Publisher does not warrant or guarantee the article’s accuracy, completeness, merchantability, fitness
for a particular purpose, or non-infringement. Descriptions of, or references to, products or publications, or
inclusion of an advertisement in this article, neither constitutes nor implies a guarantee, endorsement, or
support of claims made of that product, publication, or service.

Copyright © 2011, INFORMS

Please scroll down for article—it is on subsequent pages

INFORMS is the largest professional society in the world for professionals in the fields of operations research, management
science, and analytics.
For more information on INFORMS, its publications, membership, or meetings visit http://www.informs.org

http://pubsonline.informs.org
https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1100.0614
http://pubsonline.informs.org/page/terms-and-conditions
http://www.informs.org


OrganizationScience
Vol. 22, No. 5, September–October 2011, pp. 1224–1239
issn 1047-7039 �eissn 1526-5455 �11 �2205 �1224 http://dx.doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1100.0614

© 2011 INFORMS

Knowledge Collaboration in Online Communities

Samer Faraj
Desautels Faculty of Management, McGill University, Montreal, Quebec H3A 1G5, Canada,

samer.faraj@mcgill.ca

Sirkka L. Jarvenpaa
Center for Business, Technology and Law, McCombs School of Business, University of Texas at Austin, Austin, Texas 78712;

and Simlab, Aalto University School of Science and Technology, FI-00076, Finland,
sirkka.jarvenpaa@mccombs.utexas.edu

Ann Majchrzak
Marshall School of Business, University of Southern California, Los Angeles, California 90089,

majchrza@usc.edu

Online communities (OCs) are a virtual organizational form in which knowledge collaboration can occur in unparalleled
scale and scope, in ways not heretofore theorized. For example, collaboration can occur among people not known to

each other, who share different interests and without dialogue. An exploration of this organizational form can fundamentally
change how we theorize about knowledge collaboration among members of organizations. We argue that a fundamental
characteristic of OCs that affords collaboration is their fluidity. This fluidity engenders a dynamic flow of resources in
and out of the community—resources such as passion, time, identity, social disembodiment of ideas, socially ambiguous
identities, and temporary convergence. With each resource comes both a negative and positive consequence, creating a
tension that fluctuates with changes in the resource. We argue that the fluctuations in tensions can provide an opportunity
for knowledge collaboration when the community responds to these tensions in ways that encourage interactions to be
generative rather than constrained. After offering numerous examples of such generative responses, we suggest that this
form of theorizing—induced by online communities—has implications for theorizing about the more general case of
knowledge collaboration in organizations.
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Introduction
Like markets and hierarchies, communities are an impor-
tant source of knowledge (Adler 2001, Powell 1990).
Online communities (OCs) are open collectives of dis-
persed individuals with members who are not necessarily
known or identifiable and who share common inter-
ests, and these communities attend to both their indi-
vidual and their collective welfare (Sproull and Arriaga
2007). An OC is a virtual form of a community
whose evolution has closely paralleled the developments
in the worldwide Internet revolution (Rheingold 2000,
Tapscott and Williams 2006). Some OCs are focused
on social bonding (e.g., Facebook), some are platforms
where individual creativity can thrive (e.g., YouTube,
InnoCentive), and others have become sources of innova-
tion (O’Mahony and Ferraro 2007, Tapscott and Williams
2006, von Hippel and von Krogh 2003, von Krogh and
von Hippel 2006).

Knowledge collaboration is defined broadly as the
sharing, transfer, accumulation, transformation, and
cocreation of knowledge. In an OC, knowledge collab-
oration involves individual acts of offering knowledge

to others as well as adding to, recombining, modify-
ing, and integrating knowledge that others have con-
tributed. Knowledge collaboration is a critical element
of the sustainability of OCs as individuals share and
combine their knowledge in ways that benefit them per-
sonally, while contributing to the community’s greater
worth (Blanchard and Markus 2004, Jeppesen and
Fredericksen 2006, Murray and O’Mahoney 2007, von
Hippel and von Krogh 2006, Wasko and Faraj 2000). In
OCs, knowledge collaboration occurs often and in a vari-
ety of ways.1 For example, on Wikipedia.com, individ-
uals add knowledge to articles and shape and integrate
the knowledge that others have contributed. On ccMixter
.org, music is remixed, and on Sourceforge.net, software
applications are openly codeveloped by any participant.
In other OCs, knowledge collaboration may still occur,
but only when standard answers are insufficient to help
participants with their problems, such as when a partic-
ipant in a health-related support community has a par-
ticularly complex problem that members collaborate to
help resolve.
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In this article we theorize how these OCs are able
to engage in knowledge collaboration. Understanding
the dynamics of knowledge collaboration in them is
important not only because of the increasing preva-
lence of such OCs, but also because OCs have unique
characteristics that make the manner in which they
collaborate important for understanding the more gen-
eral phenomenon of organizational knowledge collab-
oration. For instance, knowledge collaboration in OCs
can occur without the structural mechanisms tradition-
ally associated with knowledge collaboration in orga-
nizational teams: stable membership, convergence after
divergence, repeated people-to-people interactions, goal-
sharing, and feelings of interdependence among group
members (Boland et al. 1994, Carlile 2002, Dougherty
1992, Schrage 1995, Tsoukas 2009). In most OCs,
knowledge collaboration takes place despite the absence
of existing social relationships. The lack of traditional
structural mechanisms appears to partly free the col-
laboration from concerns of social conventions, own-
ership, and hierarchy. In addition, the lack of such
structural mechanisms, when coupled with certain tech-
nical standards (such as a single platform), has created
the possibility of unconstrained recombinations (Hughes
and Lang 2006)—a degree of innovative knowledge
collaboration rarely seen in more traditional organiza-
tional structures. In essence, we view OCs as a genera-
tive space partially disembodied from typical structural
mechanisms and unencumbered by the social shadows
of past and future. Consequently, OCs offer the possi-
bility of exploring new organizational mechanisms that
have replaced traditional ones in facilitating knowledge
collaboration. Our intent in this exploration is to stim-
ulate the Organization Science reader to consider new
perspectives in studying knowledge collaboration in both
new and traditional organizational forms.

We organize the rest of this paper into four sections.
In the first section, we briefly review extant literature on
knowledge collaboration in OCs and identify a paucity
of theoretical development concerning one of their fun-
damental characteristics: their fluidity and the dynam-
ics that result from that fluidity. In the second sec-
tion, we describe resources that come and go in such
a community, and the tensions in resources that fluidity
creates. We argue that these tensions offer not simply
challenges for the OC but the opportunity for knowledge
collaboration. In the third section, we describe gener-
ative responses of OCs that can turn the tensions into
knowledge collaboration opportunities. Finally, in the
fourth section, we raise a number of research questions
to stimulate organization scientists as they explore this
area of research.

The Need for a Focus on Fluidity of OCs
Researchers have demonstrated a significant interest in
online communities. The substantial body of literature

has provided a growing consensus on factors that moti-
vate people to make contributions to these communities,
including motivational factors based on self-interest (e.g.,
Lakhani and von Hippel 2003, Lerner and Tirole 2002,
von Hippel and von Krogh 2003), identity (Bagozzi and
Dholakia 2006, Blanchard and Markus 2004, Ma and
Agarwal 2007, Ren et al. 2007, Stewart and Gosain
2006), social capital (Nambisan and Baron 2010; Wasko
and Faraj 2000, 2005; Wasko et al. 2009), and social
exchange (Faraj and Johnson 2011). These motivating
factors are often simultaneously present and interact with
each other in complex ways (Roberts et al. 2006). The
literature has also produced a variety of other struc-
tural mechanisms that help sustain community mem-
bership, including community size (Butler 2001), criti-
cal mass (Blanchard and Markus 2004, Peddibhotla and
Subramani 2007), and external recognition (Jeppesen and
Frederiksen 2006). There is also an emerging literature
on roles and rules (Fleming and Waguespack 2007),
authority (O’Mahony and Ferraro 2007), and governance
(Murray and O’Mahony 2007).

We believe it is necessary to expand on the extant
literature on OCs. This literature has not focused on
the dynamics of knowledge collaboration, whereby oth-
ers’ contributions are iteratively integrated and recom-
bined in complex ways. The primary focus of previous
research on individual contributions to an OC (such as
by posting a comment on a blog, answering a question
on a discussion forum, or reporting a bug to a software
development community site) does not explore the inter-
active dynamics of the community over time that involve
the collaborative melding of ideas and contributions. To
understand the creation of a new music video that com-
bines and reworks others’ videos, the evolution of an
article from the judicious blending of dozens of contrib-
utors, or the development of a new software application
based on the transformative revisions of contributions of
others requires more than an accounting of the structural
mechanisms or an explanation of why someone con-
tributes to a site. Instead, it requires understanding how
the multiple contributions of various people unfold over
time. Where the dynamics have been of theoretical inter-
est in previous research on OCs, they have been stud-
ied through a focus on resource sustainability (Butler
2001), herd behavior (Oh and Jeon 2007), and network
exchange mechanisms (Faraj and Johnson 2011) without
a focus on knowledge collaboration.

Fluidity is not simply an important characteristic of
OCs that has been understudied. We argue that fluid-
ity is a fundamental characteristic of OCs that makes
knowledge collaboration in such settings possible. As
simply depicted in Figure 1, we envision OCs as fluid
organizational objects that are simultaneously morphing
and yet retaining a recognizable shape (de Laet and Mol
2000, Law 2002, Mol and Law 1994). They may par-
tially overlap with, but are clearly distinguishable from,
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Figure 1 OC as a Fluid Object

OC is a
dynamic
space

Typical org
structures

traditional organizational structures. They will not look
like an organization structure, but rather a dynamic vir-
tual space.

This definition of OCs as fluid objects is a definition
that extends beyond the existing literature’s notion of
examining dynamics through a lens of participants’ com-
ings and goings (e.g., Kuk 2006, Oh and Jeon 2007).
Fluid OCs are ones where boundaries, norms, partici-
pants, artifacts, interactions, and foci continually change
over time—in the sense of Heraclitus’ pronouncement
of not being able to step twice in the same river. All
organizations change, but OCs are characterized by con-
stant changing, flowing, and shape-shifting as tensions
grow within and pressures mount from outside. Fluid
objects may leak resources, balloon from attracting new
ones, and rapidly change boundary conditions, yet there
is no discontinuity, leaving the community essentially
the same (Law and Singleton 2005).

Recognizing the fluid nature of OCs has significant
implications beyond the study of such organizational
forms. As the Internet platform makes it possible for tra-
ditional organizations to become more fluid, we contend
that a deeper understanding of the fluid nature of OCs
will have significant implications with regard to how to
study collaboration in organizations in general.

Fluidity recognizes the highly flexible or permeable
boundaries of OCs, where it is hard to figure out who
is in the community and who is outside (Preece et al.
2004) at any point in time, let alone over time. They
are adaptive in that they change as the attention, actions,
and interests of the collective of participants change over
time. Many individuals in an OC are at various stages
of exit and entry that change fluidly over time. For
example, 68% of newcomers to Usenet groups drop out
after contributing a single post (Arguello et al. 2006),
and only 22% of members of 204 Usenet groups con-
tributed to the community during a 130-day study period
(Cummings et al. 2002). Participation in OCs ranges
from the highly committed core participants to inter-
ested others who partake in different ways at different

points in time. For example, in OCs, a large percentage
of participants—estimated at up to 90%—are inactive
(Nonnecke and Preece 2000), such that they may use
community resources (i.e., listen, read, watch) but do not
contribute. However, failure to examine the critical role
of even the inactive participants in the functioning of the
community is to ignore that passive (and invisible) par-
ticipation may be a step toward greater participation, as
when individuals use passivity as a way to learn about
the collective in a form of peripheral legitimate partici-
pation (Lave and Wenger 1991, Yeow et al. 2006).

Fluidity requires us to look at the dynamics—i.e., the
continuous and rapid changes in resources—rather than
the presence or the structural form of the resources.
Resources may flow from outside the OC (e.g., pas-
sion) or be internally generated (e.g., convergence), sub-
sequently influencing and influenced by action (Feldman
2004). Resources come with the baggage of having both
positive and negative consequences for knowledge col-
laboration, creating a tension within the community in
how to manage the positive and negative consequences
in a manner similar to the one faced by ambidextrous
organizations (O’Reilly and Tushman 2004).

As fluctuations in resource endowments arise over
time because of the fluidity in the OC, these fluctua-
tions in resources create fluctuations in tensions, making
simple structural tactics for managing tensions such as
cross-functional teams or divergent opinions (Sheremata
2000) inadequate for fostering knowledge collaboration.
As complex as these tension fluctuations are for the com-
munity, it is precisely these tensions that provide the
catalyst for knowledge collaboration. Communities that
then respond to these tensions generatively (rather than
in restrictive ways) will be able to realize this potential.
Thus, it is not the simple presence of resources that fos-
ter knowledge collaboration, but rather the presence of
ongoing dynamic tensions within the OC that spur the
collaboration. We describe these tensions in the follow-
ing section.

Fluidity Leads to Dynamic Changes in
Resources That Create Tensions in OCs
The fluid nature of the OC creates fluctuations in
resources. Because resources have both positive and neg-
ative consequences, creating a tension in how to manage
the positives and negatives, this fluctuation in resources
creates fluctuations in the nature of the tensions over
time. We argue that it is the fluidity, the tensions that flu-
idity creates, and the dynamics in how the OC responds
to these tensions that make knowledge collaboration in
OCs fundamentally different from knowledge collabora-
tion in teams or other traditional organization structures.

We identify five tensions associated with five differ-
ent resources that dynamically affect knowledge collab-
oration in OCs. The five tensions are in (1) passion,
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(2) time, (3) socially ambiguous identities, (4) social dis-
embodiment of ideas, and (5) temporary convergence.
Although there may be other resources such as exper-
tise or participation—with tensions associated with OC
knowledge collaboration—we have focused on these
five, as we have found them to be significant in our own
research on OCs, and they have received scant attention
in the literature.

Tension 1: Positive and Negative Consequences
of Passion
Passion, or devoted enthusiasm for the OC’s goals or
work, is an important resource in OCs. Passion is present
at the individual level by passionate individuals making
contributions to the OC, as well as in the collective’s
group identity, collective action, and social mobilization
(Goodwin et al. 2001). Passion drives participation by
enticing individuals to join and focus their efforts in
developing the community’s knowledge base. Because
participation is volitional, those with more passion are
more likely to invest the time and effort in building and
sustaining the community (Butler et al. 2007, Wasko
and Faraj 2000). Early adopters of the online social
networking site MySpace were passionate about music
and actively promoted the site with their friends (Boyd
2008). Passionate members can affect the mood of other
members and generate increased involvement by oth-
ers via specific behaviors, exemplary participation, or
just charismatic actions (Bono and Illies 2006, Sy et al.
2005). Thus, passion is an important resource on which
OCs rely.

Passion has positive consequences for knowledge col-
laboration in an OC. Passion can provide the well from
which new ideas and collaborative opportunities spring.
Passion drives entrepreneurial spirit, encouraging new
recombinations and bricolage of others’ ideas (Baum
et al. 2001, Chen et al. 2009, Elsbach and Kramer
2003). Passion can provide the motivation for members
to spend the time persevering in struggles to understand
new perspectives, find new sources of information, and
share seeds of ideas for others to add to and recombine
(Kane et al. 2009). Passionate people tend to be better
at associating disparate experiences in their daily life to
a problem they are working on (Chen et al. 2009).

Yet the presence of passion in OCs can create negative
consequences. Passion can be a barrier to collaboration
(Fiol and O’Connor 2002). Differences between passion-
ate individuals can lead to protracted debates on how to
proceed or the right way to do things. In stable orga-
nizational structures, passion can lead to interpersonal
conflict, which harms attempts at rapid conflict resolu-
tion (Hinds and Bailey 2003, Jehn et al. 1999). In OCs,
passion can lead to flame wars that result in interpersonal
conflict. Passion can keep people from being willing to
compromise, leading to a greater probability of win–lose
resolutions to conflict, rather than win–win resolutions

(O’Connor and Adair 2003). Win–lose resolutions are
more likely to lead to the losing party becoming disen-
franchised and reducing his or her active participation.
Finally, passion may reduce participation of members
who are less passionate. A member who believes in an
issue but not as passionately as another may find his or
her less emotional arguments misinterpreted or pushed
to the periphery by more passionate members.

This tension between the positive and negative conse-
quences of passion becomes a particularly salient issue
for knowledge collaboration because of the fluidity of
the OC. At an individual level, as people with passion
join the community, the positive consequences of their
passion can inspire others by example or by strength of
conviction. At a collective level, when the passions are
directed at similar goals and processes, individuals in the
collective can become inspired and encouraged to create
knowledge. In fluid OCs, as individuals choose to partic-
ipate at different points in time, the focus of discussions
becomes quite transitory. Consequently, the topic that
creates passion for the collective is likely to shift over
time as individuals with different passions join. Main-
taining a careful alignment between passions of the col-
lective and passions of individual participants over time
is a difficult challenge for OCs. Even when passions are
temporarily aligned among some of the participants, the
tension between the positive and negative consequences
is likely to fluctuate. A cycle may occur as knowledge
collaboration derives from a passionate few who alien-
ate some participants who then leave, which may lead
to the passionate few losing interest out of a lack of par-
ticipant engagement, which may in turn engender new
participants to share the interests about which they are
passionate, which may be recombined with the knowl-
edge that the earlier passionate people had left behind.
In sum, fluidity drives tensions in passion in the OC.

Tension 2: Positive and Negative Consequences
of Time
A second tension is between the positive and negative
consequences of the time that people spend contribut-
ing to the OC. Knowledge collaboration requires that
individuals spend time contributing to the OC’s virtual
workspace (Fleming and Waguespack 2007, Lakhani and
von Hippel 2003, Rafaeli and Ariel 2008). Time has a
positive consequence for knowledge collaboration. The
more time people spend evolving others’ contributed
ideas and responding to others’ comments on those
ideas, the more the ideas can evolve. In Wikipedia, a
detailed analysis of an article evolution found that after
a participant initially suggested an idea for inclusion,
the idea was likely to be eventually included in the arti-
cle if someone other than the original initiator spent the
time to modify the idea in response to the many con-
tributors who shared their opinions about the idea (Kane
et al. 2009).
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Spending time, however, can also have negative con-
sequences for knowledge collaboration. A participant
who spends a disproportionate amount of time contribut-
ing to the OC may exert excessive influence over the
knowledge collaboration process, crowding out the con-
tribution of others with more expertise and harming
others’ collaborations. For example, Silva et al. (2008,
p. 71) found that “old-timers”—those spending signifi-
cant elapsed time in the OC—took it upon themselves to
ridicule and even insult newcomers who they felt devi-
ated from the expected ways of making a contribution.
Thus, those who spend more time may hamper newcom-
ers from spending time.

This tension becomes a particularly salient issue for
OCs because of their fluidity. Different participants can
selectively devote more or less time to the OC, leading
to unpredictable fluctuations in the collaborative process.
Gradually, there may be points in time when participants
spend little time contributing to the OC, starving it of
needed ideas and recombinations, creating a risk of lit-
tle collaboration. This void of time may then in turn
become unpredictably filled by individuals with time to
rescue the OC in new and unpredictable ways. Those
who begin to spend too much time relative to the time
spent by other members may drive out people who never
intended on spending significant amounts of time in the
OC and feel their influence waning. The fluidity itera-
tively and continuously shifts the nature of the time ten-
sion in the OC: from too little, to inequitably distributed,
to too much and back to too little, with each shift having
potential positive and negative consequences for knowl-
edge collaboration.

Tension 3: Positive and Negative Consequences of
Socially Ambiguous Identities
The third tension rallies around the positive and negative
consequences of socially ambiguous identities. Social
anonymity leaves an OC actor’s identity unknown to
others in terms of who contributed what to a soft-
ware artifact, encyclopedia entry, or a music remix. As
OC boundaries are permeable and morphing, people,
their identifying information (names, intent, location,
expertise, etc.), and their contributions often become sep-
arated. The separation leads to socially ambiguous iden-
tities. Even when names, location, and experiences are
known to OC participants, this information means little
because the individuals involved lack the social relation-
ships that provide unambiguous interpretations of this
information. For example, in Wikipedia, a participant in
an OC developing a medical article who describes her-
self as a doctor does not immediately engender respect,
expertise, or similarity of values and goals by others
in the community, as others may feel ostracized by the
medical establishment, may have experienced problem-
atic side effects from medical treatment, or may feel that
the article should be written from a broader view than

that provided by a medical doctor. When people do not
share social relationships, participants do not necessar-
ily compensate by disclosing more personal information
(Qian and Scott 2007).

There are several positive consequences for knowl-
edge collaboration from a community of individuals
with ambiguous social identities. One such positive con-
sequence is that individuals are more likely to have
increased communication satisfaction and higher per-
formance in an online communication task when com-
munication partners have ambiguous identities (e.g.,
Tanis and Postmes 2007). This is due, in part, to
reduced concern about status differences, specific reci-
procity concerns, and less stereotyping. In brainstorm-
ing, anonymity encourages participation, minimizes
undue influence, and encourages focus on the merit of
ideas rather than the status of the contributor (Jessup
et al. 1990, Nunamaker et al. 1991), leading to a greater
number of better quality ideas (Parent et al. 2000).
Anonymity is related to factors that may promote collab-
oration more generally. For example, because anonymity
provides “a degree of liberation from social evaluation”
(Pinsonneault and Heppel 1997, p. 103), anonymity
increases variety in comments, as people are less con-
strained by social controls and more willing to take risks
without facing embarrassment or other negative conse-
quences (Jessup et al. 1990, Marx 1999).

There are negative consequences of ambiguous social
identity for knowledge collaboration in OCs, however.
These negative consequences include deindividuating
(Postmes and Lea 2000, Tanis and Postmes 2007),
unruly behavior (Jessup et al. 1990), and hyperpersonal-
ization (Walther 1996). Anonymity decreases trustwor-
thiness and accountability of knowledge (Rains 2007).
Anonymity may also reduce knowledge contributions if
people are worried about not getting credit for their
input and ideas (Scott 2004). Although people have been
found to attribute anonymous comments more accurately
than expected by chance, many attributions are incorrect
(Hayne et al. 2003). Anonymity also allows for a sub-
stantially increased risk of deception and frivolousness
(Hancock 2007, Scott 2004).

The positive and negative consequences of social
ambiguity create tension in how to manage the OC in a
way that balances the positives and negatives. For exam-
ple, at the individual level, the negative consequences of
social ambiguity may lead some participants to act to
connect ideas with people so that they feel more psycho-
logically safe in the OC. For other people, this linking
will reduce their own psychological safety in contribut-
ing their own risky ideas, because they have some social
connection to others but few ways to monitor how the
others react. This tension will fluctuate with the fluidity
in the OCs. As the same parties interact over time, a
social identity of the parties becomes constructed, reduc-
ing the ambiguity. However, with fluidity come new par-
ties. As they join, they may reconfigure the focus of
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the contributions in such a way that the existing par-
ties’ actions are either no longer appropriate or take on
a new form or focus. Consequently, the social identity
created may no longer be appropriate, bringing back the
social ambiguity and leaving some of the parties feel-
ing confused and deceived about what they had come to
construe as others’ social identities.

Tension 4: Positive and Negative Consequences of
Social Disembodiment of Ideas
Social disembodiment in an OC, or what others call
decontextualization (Hughes and Lang 2006), refers to
the notion that, in an OC, ideas can become indepen-
dent of their authors and of the context in which they
were originally created and shared. OCs allow combina-
tion and recombination of ideas unconstrained by con-
ventions of social interaction, shared context, or even
a shared set of ontological assumptions. For example,
the ccMixter.org community has cocreated several mil-
lion pieces of music remixes that anyone can remix into
new combinations. Cocreators are required to make their
contributions available to others as separate constituting
parts (e.g., vocals, rhythm tracks, baselines, keyboard
melodies, guitar riffs, etc.). Anyone can mix without
having to understand the original context and purpose of
the original musical contribution.

There are several positive consequences of social dis-
embodiment for knowledge collaboration. Integration
and recombination are facilitated by the ability to use
(“lift”) others’ ideas easily. Many ideas can be con-
tributed in parallel rather than in sequence. OCs do not
require the original idea contributors and the subsequent
developers to be present at the same time, freeing the
collaborative process from conventional social process
losses.

However, there are several negative consequences of
social disembodiment for knowledge collaboration in the
OC. There is no common ground that facilitates the
integration of ideas (Woodman et al. 1993). Recom-
bination of ideas might create harm, either intentional
or unintentional, but without the ability to hold anyone
accountable. The ideas can be easily misunderstood and
misapplied. For example, a contributor to a Wikipedia
article inserting the biased, uninformed comments of a
radio commentator as an illustration of bias was criti-
cized by the community for violating the neutral point-
of-view guidelines; the contributor complained that he
had been misunderstood because he thought his contri-
bution was intended as a neutral illustration of bias, not
as an endorsement of the biased assertion (Kane et al.
2009). In some communities, the misuse of an idea may
actually lead to collaboration, but sometimes the misuse
of an idea may lead to opportunistic risk.

This tension between the positive and negative con-
sequences of social disembodiment is made particularly

salient because of the fluidity in the OC. Shared con-
texts around ideas are likely to be temporary based on
who participated at the time an idea was contributed.
Sometimes, the context may be situationally inferred;
for example, following the death of a pop singer, music
tracks contributed to a site might share a similar context
of being reflective of the singer’s style. During the period
immediately after the singer’s death, those participating
in the community may engage in significant knowledge
collaboration by focusing their collaboration on music
that eulogizes the singer. At other times, when the com-
munity is functioning without the benefit of a unifying
event, the same idea—of creating songs associated with
a particular singer—might be criticized as copying or
lacking novelty. The fluidity in an OC means that the
shared context is likely to dissipate rapidly over time
and as new people contribute. This may create dynamics
between those with and those without a shared context
(Kane et al. 2009). Moreover, some participants may
contribute ideas without offering any context, allowing
the idea to evolve in unexpected ways as follow-on con-
tributors draw their own inferences about an appropriate
context for the evolved idea. This unpredictable evo-
lution may hurt collaboration when new entrants to a
community expect more clarity or value from the con-
tributions they examine in the OC, as has been observed
in open source development communities (Roberts et al.
2006). Alternatively, this unpredictable evolution may
hurt collaboration because others do not understand the
idea well enough to recombine it.

Tension 5: Positive and Negative Consequences of
Temporary Convergence
The classic models of knowledge collaboration in groups
give particular weight to the need for convergence. Con-
vergence around a single goal, direction, criterion, pro-
cess, or solution helps counterbalance the forces of
divergence, allowing diverse ideas to be framed, ana-
lyzed, and coalesced into a single solution (Couger 1996,
Isaksen and Treffinger 1985, Osborn 1953, Woodman
et al. 1993). In fluid OCs, convergence is still likely
to exist during knowledge collaboration, but the conver-
gence is likely to be temporary and incomplete, often
implicit, and is situated among subsets of actors in the
community rather than the entire community. Although
in a fluid OC there is unlikely to be convergence about
goals, processes, proposed solutions, or even evalua-
tion criteria, there is likely to be temporary convergence
around general topics, broad framing of the topics, gen-
erally appropriate uses of an idea, or a collective passion
around which ideas are worth converging. In a mobile
movie community, for example, different community
members can upload video clips they have taken with
mobile devices; any community member then creates
video stories with these independently produced video
clips from different places at different times (Multisilta
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and Mäenpää 2008). The convergence among members
in the OC, then, is not associated with the specific goal
to be accomplished in a movie, but rather the general
use of the community to creatively remix movie clips—a
purpose that may only be temporary.

There are positive consequences for knowledge
collaboration in OCs from temporary and incom-
plete convergence. Some degree of convergence—albeit
temporary—may help avoid fault lines, subgroups, and
an inability to understand each other’s perspectives suf-
ficiently to collaboratively recombine that knowledge.
The incompleteness of the convergence allows ideas to
evolve along different tangents, directions, disciplines,
foci, interests, and goals. As ideas attract the energy of
participants, they are modified, integrated, and recom-
bined based on an unfolding temporary and incomplete
convergence by whoever chooses to participate. Thus,
multiple ideas may undergo a process of divergence–
convergence in different stages, by different actors, in
different ways.

However, the temporary and incomplete nature of
the convergence can have negative consequences for
knowledge collaboration. The lack of convergence can
eliminate a critical reinforcement process for continued
collaboration. When feedback to an idea is provided by
other community members, the response is considered
an acknowledgement of valued contribution, irrespec-
tive of the valence (negative or positive) of the response
(Silva et al. 2008). Particularly for a new entrant to a
community, the lack of response to an idea may sup-
press future participation (Joyce and Kraut 2006). The
temporary and incomplete convergence may also create
fault lines between those ideas and individuals who con-
verge on an idea and those who do not. In wikis, the
fault lines become “forks” for new pages that, unless
actively integrated by participants, end up creating sub-
groups that fail to learn from each other. The temporary
and incomplete convergence may also harm knowledge
collaboration, because processes and criteria for evaluat-
ing ideas necessary for collaboration may not be agreed
upon, understood, or followed by the community, lead-
ing to frustration at the pace of knowledge building.

This tension between the positive and negative conse-
quences of convergence for knowledge collaboration in
OCs becomes particularly salient. Over time, ideas com-
pete, combine, fork, and reemerge. Some ideas that are
successfully incorporated into a convergent idea attract
energy from other ideas, morphing into new ideas with
new possibilities. However, a convergent idea develops
more as a function of who chooses to comment on a
particular idea than by any subgroup agreeing on the
criteria for evaluating ideas or even on the goals associ-
ated with the commenting. Similarly, depending on who
chooses not to comment, a convergent idea may quickly
unravel with unanticipated and anomalous effects. In a

fluid OC, convergence is serendipitous in a manner that
is continually gained and lost.

In sum, we have suggested that the knowledge collab-
oration in OCs is facilitated by the presence of tensions
among five resources: passion, time, ambiguous social
identity, social disembodiment of ideas, and temporary
convergence. Each resource comes with both positive
and negative consequences. The fluid nature of the OC
creates fluctuations in the resources, which cause fluctu-
ations in the tensions between the positive and negative
consequences. These fluctuations in tensions have the
potential of harming or facilitating knowledge collabo-
ration over time. In the next section, we describe how
OCs may be able to respond to these tension fluctuations
in ways that avoid the harm and encourage knowledge
collaboration.

Generative Responses of OCs to Tensions
Tensions in an OC will flare up. Passionate emotions will
become inflamed. Time will pressure people into making
statements that might appear harmful to the community.
Ideas may become cryptic and not helpful to the commu-
nity. Temporary and incomplete convergence may lead to
such disorganization that participants cannot find ideas,
threads of ideas, or ways to enter into a topic to be
able to make a valuable contribution. The negative con-
sequences of social ambiguity may take hold to such an
extent that deception and uncivilized behavior prevails.
All of this takes place in an open virtual place, which
may lead to the outside impression that the community
is spiraling downward, fostering further disruption and
exiting.

Although existing research on OCs might suggest the
utility of structural mechanisms (e.g., formal roles or
participation rules) in helping the community to cope
with these tensions, we argue that such structural mech-
anisms fail to explain how these tensions unfold in
ways that eventually lead to knowledge collaboration in
the dynamic space of OCs. We believe that a focus of
research on how OCs respond to these tension flare-ups
can be more productive than further exploration of struc-
tural mechanisms. As a fluid object, an OC is not likely
to be in “equilibrium,” nor should an equilibrium state
even be desirable. Rather, the tensions are likely to ebb
and flow, with each flux providing equally viable oppor-
tunities for knowledge collaboration. Consequently, it is
how people, subgroups, and the community as a whole
respond to the ebbs and flows that, we argue, is likely to
be more informative of how the knowledge collaboration
process unfolds than examining the structural mecha-
nisms of the community. We describe responses that the
community may exercise as these tensions ebb and flow.
We refer to these responses as “generative,” in that they
are able to “harness” the tensions in a way that stimu-
lates collaboration. Our presumption is that tensions can-
not be avoided, nor can they be permanently resolved.
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They are to be managed to ensure community survival
and, we argue, foster collaboration.

Based on our collective research on to date, we have
identified that as tensions ebb and flow, OCs use (or,
more precisely, participants engage in) any of the four
types of responses that seem to help the OC be gen-
erative. The first generative response is labeled Engen-
dering Roles in the Moment. In this response, members
enact specific roles that help turn the potentially negative
consequences of a tension into positive consequences.
The second generative response is labeled Channeling
Participation. In this response, members create a nar-
rative that helps keep fluid participants informed of
the state of the knowledge, with this narrative having
a necessary duality between a front narrative for gen-
eral public consumption and a back narrative to air
the differences and emotions created by the tensions.
The third generative response is labeled Dynamically
Changing Boundaries. In this response, OCs change
their boundaries in ways that discourage or encourage
certain resources into and out of the communities at cer-
tain times, depending on the nature of the tension. The
fourth generative response is labeled Evolving Technol-
ogy Affordances. In this response, OCs iteratively evolve
their technologies in use in ways that are embedded by,
and become embedded into, iteratively enhanced social
norms. These iterations help the OC to socially and tech-
nically automate responses to tensions so that the com-
munity does not unravel. We next discuss how each gen-
erative response facilitates leveraging the tensions for
knowledge collaboration.

Engendering Roles in the Moment
As tensions among ideas, passion, time, and social ambi-
guity ebb and flow, one generative response that we
have observed in OCs is that individual participants will
make and then take situationally specific roles that last
only for the moment in which they are needed; then,
almost as quickly, they shed those roles. By role making,
we mean the enactment of temporary sets of behaviors
that are volitionally engaged in, self-defined, and induc-
tively created for the purposes of the OC. Following
Goffman (1959), role making emphasizes the emergent
and enacted nature of the role in the existing network of
emerging and changing roles. This view is different from
the more traditional structural and predefined connota-
tion of role taking arising from behavioral expectations,
observable by others, and characterized by norms and
status position (cf. Katz and Kahn 1978).

In an OC, as the dynamics of the resource tension
unfold over time, our observations indicate that partic-
ipants often voluntarily “role-make” by contributing to
the community in certain ways that help overcome the
negative consequences of the tension, enhance the pos-
itive consequences, and, by so doing, sustain collabora-
tion. These role-making contributions do not appear to

be part of a repeated pattern, but rather a reaction by
a single participant to a perceived state of the commu-
nity, coupled with a perceived self-efficacy that a par-
ticular contribution might be helpful to the community.
These people are not appointed by the community to
serve this role, nor do they necessarily serve the same
role over time. At different points in time, with differ-
ent participants, the same type of role may be served
by different people, and the same participant may take
different roles—depending on the perceived needs for
the community at the time. These roles are not enacted
because the participant is a member of a core group or
asserts leadership authority—because leadership author-
ity tends to be so fleeting in such communities. Instead,
we suggest that the participant appears to be enacting a
self-defined role at that moment in which the participant
happens to be engaged online—a self-defined role as a
mediator, “unmasker,” organizer, or supporter.

Roles evolve in response to tension fluctuations. When
passions run too high in a community, a participant
may create a scaled-down version of a mediator role by
reminding others that anger will not help the commu-
nity. When convergence is so incomplete and temporary
that ideas become disorganized, a participant may cre-
ate an organizer role for herself by organizing ideas that
others have posted into a hyperlinked set of Web pages
with a table of contents as the home page. When decep-
tion harms the community because of ambiguous social
identification, a participant may create an investigative
type of role for himself by spending time outside the
community researching the online behaviors of poten-
tial deceivers to identify who might have perpetrated
the deception and then sharing the results of the inves-
tigation with the community, causing the perpetrator to
be unmasked and either apologize to the community
or leave.

Our research has identified a number of different
roles being created by participants of OCs in response
to tensions. Wagner and Majchrzak (2006–2007) and
Yates et al. (2009) identified the role of a “shaper” in
an online community; shapers help organize the com-
munity’s diverse threads into a coherent message so
that knowledge gaps become more identifiable to the
community. Kane et al. (2009) identified other roles—
including flitterer, idea champion, and defender—that
participants in a Wikipedia article use for collaborating
on an article. The flitterer is a participant who comes
to the community, places an idea, and then leaves. The
idea champion was rarely the initiator of the idea but
instead ensured that the kernel of the idea was main-
tained and evolved through the discussion. The role of
defender involved those who used technology to create
self-alerts when changes were made to the article so that
community participants would be informed immediately
when an article is being actively discussed or changed so
that they could respond to (and in some cases, defend)
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changes to the status quo. Few people served these roles
for long periods of time or consistently throughout the
development of a Wikipedia’s article community, in part
because there were few people who stayed in the com-
munity throughout the article’s development. Moreover,
in the case of Wikipedia, these roles were not ones sanc-
tioned by the extensive network of Wikipedia norms and
rules; these were roles that were simply enacted by par-
ticipants to keep collaboration flowing.

There may be other roles as well that help sustain
knowledge collaboration as dynamic tensions ebb and
flow. In one community (Gu et al. 2007), a participant
with no formal role in the discussion forum became
a conflict mediator when a disagreement between two
individuals became personal and destructive. In another
community that was operated within a corporation, one
participant stepped into the role of standards-bearer and
another stepped into the role of identifying and integrat-
ing productivity tools for community use. Both of these
roles helped increase scale and variability in participant
ideas while at the same time identifying ways for creat-
ing temporary incomplete convergence.

Channeling Participation
Another response that OCs use to maintain knowledge
collaboration in the face of ebbing and flowing ten-
sions is identifying ways to keep interested participants
informed of the current state of the OC’s collaborative
efforts. By keeping participants informed of knowledge
that has been posted, discussions that have transpired,
decisions that have been made, paths that have been
taken, and directions that have been set, any participant
can jump into the collaborative process without spend-
ing excessive time on the periphery gaining this basic
knowledge of the community. If participants are kept
informed, those who have little time can make valuable
contributions. If participants are kept informed, those
with less passion can skim over the passionate exchanges
between participants to focus their efforts. If participants
are kept informed, contexts for ideas can be inferred
despite socially disembodied ideas, weakly tied ideas
can be linked together despite socially ambiguous iden-
tities, and a temporary convergence can be forged from
the current state of the OC’s contributions.

We suggest that participants are kept informed in
these communities through efforts that turn simple indi-
vidual contributions into coherent narratives. Narratives
are stories that describe how a collective of individu-
als acted. Narratives are knitted together from individ-
ual behaviors; thus they represent a collective under-
standing of how individual behaviors interrelate over
time. Narratives may not be consciously created but are
often implicitly inferred by participants observing the
behavior of the collective. Narratives have been iden-
tified in non-OC settings as helping promote adher-
ence to core values (Bartel and Garud 2009); linking

past, present, and future actions (Boland et al. 2007);
helping socialize participants (Bruner 1991); helping
shape future action (Pentland 1999); and providing indi-
viduals with the means for legitimating their behavior
(Czarniawska 2004).

We have observed in OCs that no single narrative is
able to keep participants informed about the current state
of the OC with respect to each tension. These commu-
nities seem to develop two different types of narratives.
Borrowing from Goffman (1959), we label the two nar-
ratives the “front” and the “back” narratives.

Front narratives refer to the front stage of the collabo-
rative work. In a play, the front narrative is the part of the
play that is seen by the audience, i.e., the performance.
In OCs, the front narrative is the part of the community’s
work that the entire community sees. In Wikipedia, the
front narrative is the current version of the article that the
community has edited (Kane et al. 2009). In Salesforce
.com’s AppExchange, the home page serves as the front
narrative. The front narrative informs the public at large
and the community in particular of the current state
of the “performance” of the community. Skimming the
AppExchange home page, for example, informs the
reader of the number and types of software applica-
tions that have been developed by the public using the
Salesforce.com platform; this helps show the public that
Salesforce.com is an enterprise-wide application solu-
tion rather than one just focused on the narrow set of
customer relationship management activities for which it
was originally developed. Skimming a Wikipedia article
informs the reader of the areas in an article that are still
undeveloped (e.g., poorly cited) and areas that appear
well developed. The front narrative, therefore, provides
the viewer with an overall impression of the general state
of the community and an overall impression of where
the participant can contribute. Similarly, the front page
allows the fluid object of an OC to be temporarily fixed
in time so that contributions from that point on can be
directed to where the needs are greatest. People may
enter and leave the community, but the front narrative is
always there and is always current, as of the latest con-
tribution of a participant. Such a front narrative is likely
to help respond to tensions by creating a context for dis-
embodied ideas, providing a temporary convergence, and
allowing passionate and time-constrained participants to
direct their efforts.

Back narratives in OCs are quite different from front
narratives, referring to the preparation, dress rehearsal,
and role negotiation that takes place away from the
public (Goffman 1959). Narratives occurring backstage
provide an opportunity for the informal organization to
assert itself and convey possibilities of various roles,
abilities, attributes, and expertise that can be put to use.
Similarly, the back narrative in an OC is substantially
different from the its front page. Just as role negotia-
tions, flaring tempers, alternative trials, and starts and
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stops occur backstage as actors prepare for a perfor-
mance, the back narrative of an OC is likely to display
paths taken but not completed, ideas started but not fin-
ished, contribution threads that appear to go nowhere,
chaos rather than order. In Wikipedia, the “talk pages”
are likely to display the back narrative. In other OCs,
the comment page, discussion thread, or private mes-
sages may provide the back narrative. The back narrative
serves as a response to tensions in passion because it
allows passionate people to disagree, serves as a means
to work out a temporary incomplete convergence, and
provides a means to respond to the ambiguity in social
identity by monitoring for deception.

Dynamically Changing Boundaries
A third response to manage tensions is to promote
knowledge collaboration by enacting dynamic bound-
aries. In social sciences, although boundaries divide and
disintegrate collectives, they also coordinate and inte-
grate social action (Bowker and Star 1999, Lamont and
Molnár 2002). Fluidity brings the need for flexible and
permeable boundaries, but it is not only the properties
of the boundaries but also their dynamicity that help
manage tensions. The organizational literature has tra-
ditionally associated boundaries with efficiency, incen-
tives, and property and decision rights, but the recent
interest in nascent markets, social movements, and new
organizational forms has expanded this view to con-
ceptions of identity, expertise, and power (Santos and
Eisenhardt 2005). OCs have become exemplars of how
boundaries are multifaceted and coevolving in different
layers (e.g., community, project, subgroup, idea), and it
is through the dynamicity in these boundaries that the
coherence, flexibility, and capacity to inspire are pro-
vided (O’Mahony and Bechky 2008). It is this dynamic-
ity of boundaries, then, that helps channel resources to
prevent tensions from unraveling the collaborative poten-
tial of the community.

Boundaries can be multilayered and multifaceted, ral-
lying around “attention” at the community level and
around “property rights” of a subgroup at one particular
moment. As tensions change, so do boundaries. When
tensions derive from the need to transfer weakly tied
ideas without people-to-people relationships, boundaries
may become temporarily more salient in pursuit of a
common purpose. When tensions are salient around too
much passion, boundaries may evolve to be based on a
common set of norms; when tensions stem from too lit-
tle passion, boundaries may help rally members against
a perceived common enemy (e.g., Microsoft). When ten-
sions surface around having too much convergence, the
community can broaden the knowledge-based bound-
aries of the community by inviting other communities
with different ideas to share their ideas; when there are
too many disorganized ideas, the community can shift

topical boundaries by creating subgroups with more lim-
ited focus. O’Mahony and Bechky (2008) describe the
dynamics of how the divergent interests of the open
source software movement and the commercial software
firms’ interests were managed by setting a subgroup, or
boundary organization, that continually negotiated the
property rights, identity, power, and expertise bound-
aries. Whereas Santos and Eisenhardt (2005) note that
boundaries serve the role of providing coherence, flexi-
bility, and the capacity to inspire, we argue that in fluid
OCs, it is the dynamic changes in the boundaries rather
than boundaries themselves that allow communities to—
in their words—“cohere and motivate their members in
the absence of fiat and hierarchy” (p. 503).

Evolving Technology Affordances
A fourth response of the OC to tensions that help
sustain knowledge collaboration is evolving technology
affordances. An OC’s participants contribute their ideas
and interact on a technology platform. That platform
becomes a “great good place” (Oldenburg 1989) akin
to a neutral meeting place in face-to-face environments
(e.g., a neighborhood bar, a park, a memorial), where
social conventions are democratic and people engage in
conversations or in their own activity. On a technology
platform, individuals can be affected by those around
them even without direct interaction (Latané and Liu
1996, Latané et al. 1995).

The technology platform supports the OC’s activities
and serves to organize its interactions. Beyond support-
ing the main activities of the community (e.g., threaded
discussion lists and postings management systems), the
platform consists of a variety of technological tools that
fluidly evolve in support of individual, group, or com-
munity interactions. User-centric perspectives look at
these tools as bundles of features, where users select a
set of functionalities to support their work (Clark et al.
2007, Griffith 1999). We prefer to move beyond per-
spectives that view technology existing separately from
the people using them. Given the fluid nature of OCs
and their rapidly evolving technology platforms, and in
line with calls to avoid dualistic thinking about tech-
nology (Leonardi and Barley 2008, Markus and Silver
2008, Orlikowski and Scott 2008), we suggest technol-
ogy affordance as a generative response, one that views
technology, action, and roles as emergent, inseparable,
and coevolving. Technology affordances offer a relational
perspective on human action, where neither the technol-
ogy nor the actor is dominant in the sense that the tech-
nology does not define what is possible for the actor to
do, nor is the actor free from the limitations of the tech-
nological environment. Instead, possibilities for action
emerge from the reciprocal interaction between actor and
artifact (Gibson 1979, Zammuto et al. 2007). Thus, an
affordance perspective focuses on the organizing actions
that are afforded by technology artifacts. It builds on the
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possibility of new ways of working and organizing that
are difficult to predict a priori, but it also recognizes that
certain uses are facilitated or hindered by the qualities
inscribed in the current technological artifact.

Technology platforms used by OCs can provide
a number of affordances for knowledge collabora-
tion, three of which we mention here: reviewability,
recombinability, and experimentation. These affordances
evolve as new participants provide new ways to use the
technologies, new social norms are developed around the
technology affordances, and new needs for fresh affor-
dances are identified.

Reviewability refers to the enactment of technology-
enabled new forms of working in which participants
are better able to view and manage the content of
front and back narratives over time (West and Lakhani
2008). By allowing participants to easily and collab-
oratively review a range of ideas, technology-afforded
reviewability helps the community respond to tensions
in disembodied ideas, because the reviews can provide
important contextual information for building on others’
ideas. Likewise, tensions in socially ambiguous iden-
tities can be managed by reviewing the full range of
contributions from a single individual to construct an
identity for the person; tensions in creating incomplete
temporary convergence as reviews make it possible to
more quickly identify the incompleteness in the con-
vergence. For example, on Wikipedia, those involved in
the development of an entry are able to rely on auto-
mated software to specify and keep track of changes
made by others. Any malicious or unvetted change can
then easily be responded to or discarded. Thus, the evo-
lution of such a technology affordance is a generative
response by the Wikipedia community to support its
organizing principle—that anyone can contribute content
(Zittrain 2008).

Recombinability refers to forms of technology-
enabled action where individual contributors build on
each others’ contributions. For example, in video mash-
ing communities, videos that follow the community’s
established standard formats are likely to foster more
recombination than videos that use unique software
applications and unusual formats. In social networking
sites, the ability to differentially aggregate social rela-
tionships allows a participant to keep different subgroups
informed of his activities in different ways. Recombin-
ability can be seen as both a technology design issue
and a community governance principle focused on invit-
ing and facilitating the free borrowing of and building
on each others’ contributions (Lessig 2008).

Experimentation, the third affordance, refers to the
use of technology to encourage participants to try out
novel ideas. Experimentation can be promoted through
virtual sandboxes that allow simulated piloting of soft-
ware ideas (Majchrzak and Maloney 2008) or by the

provision for comment boxes and rating feedback sys-
tems that encourage participants to rate the creativity,
potential, and excitement of a posted idea. Experimenta-
tion helps the community respond to a range of tensions.
Passion for ideas can be expressed through a passionate
plea as well as demonstrated via a prototype within the
sandbox. Participants can respond to time tensions by
rating ideas so that only those with the highest ratings
get attention from time-starved participants. An example
of a technology platform that provides all three affor-
dances is IBM’s ThinkPlace (Majchrzak et al. 2009).

Although affordances are helpful because they offer
a generative response to organizing issues, their out-
comes are not known in advance nor are they always
positive. For example, norms on Wikipedia have become
hardwired into an automated blocking of further discus-
sion after three revisions, a step that could limit content
generativity (Zittrain 2008). Moreover, the continuous
ebb and flow of tensions suggests that the sociotech-
nology affordances need to be easily evolvable, as they
can quickly become obsolete or a hindrance to further
progress. Therefore, it is likely to be not simply the
affordances themselves that provide the response of the
OC to the tensions, but the coevolution of the tech-
nology and social structure affordances that provide the
response.

Implications for Organization Science
Research on OCs
Figure 2 depicts our framing of knowledge collaboration
in OCs. We have identified five tensions that when met
with four generative responses help to sustain knowledge
collaboration. Our tensions and generative responses are
incomplete, awaiting future research that we hope we
have stimulated.

Our goal in this paper, then, has been to investi-
gate dynamics related to knowledge collaboration in

Figure 2 Partial List of OC Knowledge Collaboration
Dynamics

Tensions :
� Passion
� Time
� Socially

      ambiguous identities
� Social disembodiment of ideas
� Temporary convergence

�  Engendering roles
“in the moment”

�  Channeling
participation

�  Dynamically changing
boundaries

�  Evolving technology
affordances

Generative responses :
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OCs. Although others have called for research on
online knowledge collaboration (e.g., Jeppesen and
Frederiksen 2006, von Krogh and von Hippel 2006), the
extant literature theorizes little about how it happens. In
the existing literature, researchers have focused primarily
on what drives individuals to participate and contribute
in these open and virtual forums and secondarily on what
psychological, social, and economic factors sustain these
communities (Butler 2001, Butler et al. 2007, Ma and
Agarwal 2007, Preece 2000, Ren et al. 2007, Wasko and
Faraj 2000). Existing theories of knowledge collaboration
in diverse groups have traditionally characterized the col-
laboration process as one of people-to-people sensemak-
ing, challenged assumptions, and pragmatic negotiations
among individuals with different perspectives or thought
worlds (Boland et al. 1994, Carlile 2002, Dougherty
1992, Schrage 1995, Tsoukas 2009). The use of people-
to-people relationships allows for immediate feedback,
the ability to directly challenge assumptions, the oppor-
tunity to identify interdependencies, joint engagement in
hermeneutic inquiry, open information sharing, develop-
ment of common goals, and identification of a common
problem-solving approach—all critical components of
traditional collaboration. However, these components are
not present in OCs. Given the dearth of common ground
and preexisting people-to-people relations in OCs, we
have suggested an alternative conceptualization that takes
into account their unique nature, including the lack of
deep social ties. To encourage new research directions,
we offer a fluidity-based perspective of resources, ten-
sions, and generative responses.

One key area of our fluidity perspective for future
research is to study organizational collaboration less
with a focus on the structural mechanisms and gov-
ernance of the community’s or members’ motivation,
and more on flow and connection of ideas over time.
Research needs to model the emergent properties of
collaboration. Such modeling might capture the initial
conditions of the ideas, how the ideas evolve within
the community in response to local problems, and how
these changes generate additional connections and tra-
jectories to other contexts. Fluidity suggests that conven-
tional linear relationships between structure and action
are unlikely. Rather, initial conditions and specific events
can produce qualitatively differentiable, and even abrupt,
effects. Given that it is the ideas rather than people that
undergo rapid change in OCs, future research should
consider studying the connections and dynamics of ideas
along with the flow of people.

This suggestion has implications for small group the-
ories. Extant theories of small group processes are
beginning to develop insight into the highly dynamic
and evolving phenomena of knowledge collaboration in
dynamic organizations such as OCs (Argote et al. 2003,
Argote and McGrath 1993). Recent small group research
has identified positive as well as negative aspects of

membership change for group performance. Membership
turnover may help group performance by bringing in
novel expertise, but it threatens the cognitive structures
and processes that are so useful for expertise coordina-
tion (e.g., Lewis et al. 2007). The fluidity perspective we
offer focuses on self-managed communities of fleeting
memberships that emphasize dynamic boundaries and
membership, distributed ideas in time and space, and
multiple goals and meanings. Core assumptions of group
knowledge-sharing research—such as visible member-
ship, organizational structuring and framing, and the
reliance on transactive memory and related cognitive
processes—are likely to be inoperative in this setting.
Extensions to group research findings on membership
turnover are needed as individuals participating in online
collaboration generally do not know others, carry differ-
ent meanings of even the same idea, and may not even
be aware of the others’ ideas or backgrounds.

A third implication is that conventional social sci-
ence methods that strive for a single account, descrip-
tion, or model are likely to be inadequate to study
fluid knowledge collaboration in emergent and complex
dynamic organizational forms such as OCs. For research
to develop practically useful theory, methods and tools
are needed that can grasp the new realities of knowl-
edge collaboration, no matter how emergent, complex,
and ephemeral. Thus, we support Law and Urry’s (2004)
call for “messy” holistic methods for understanding fluid
and complex connections.

Each generative response that we identified as impor-
tant for OC knowledge collaboration raises questions
that need to be researched. First, engendering roles in the
moment (our first generative response) appears to be an
important action for facilitating knowledge collaboration
in OCs, but little is understood about the nature of these
roles and how to promote their development. Do differ-
ent tensions create the need for different roles? That is, if
passion is running high, is the best reaction for sustain-
ing collaboration to have short-term conflict mediators
or to have longer-term systems thinkers help others see
the larger view of the problem? Do roles interact with
each other over time? That is, if one person enacts a role
of conflict mediation while another individual enacts the
role of a flitterer, who, by definition, creates conflicts,
do the two roles together cancel each other out, thereby
harming collaboration? We also do not know why people
create these roles. In a study explicitly on one emergent
role—shaper—Yates et al. (2010) found that, in contrast
to previous expectations in the literature, shapers were
unlikely to be knowledgeable about the topic, to know
others in the community, to be experienced wiki users,
or to be even members of the core group responsible
for the community’s sustainability. Therefore, research is
needed on what motivates individuals to engender these
various roles.
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Second, the generative response of channeling par-
ticipation, by having a front and a back narrative to
help with the tensions in different ways, calls for new
research—particularly in two areas. The first area of
research on channeling participation concerns the evo-
lution of these narratives. How do newly emerging
communities initially develop their narratives? Although
individuals may play critical roles in this initial evolu-
tion, the fluid nature of the open OC suggests that the
evolution of these narratives is no more controllable than
the participants themselves. Once a narrative is started,
is it in fact transformed and reconstructed in response
to different tensions, or does it simply capture the com-
munity’s response? That is, does narrative making have
an agency, as we have suggested, or is it simply a story
of times past? The second research area on channeling
participation concerns the need to address the issue of
how the two narratives coevolve. If both narratives are
required, do the contributions need to be aligned across
the two narratives, or can the two be focused on very
different subtopics at different points in time? Is there
some set of actions the community takes for each narra-
tive that facilitates easy travel between the two?

Third, much more research is needed about how
boundaries are dynamically changed to adjust to resource
tensions. Are there discernable patterns and dependen-
cies in how some boundaries evolve among substan-
tive (e.g., expertise), social (e.g., cohesion or common
goals), cognitive (e.g., attentional), and efficiency-
focused (e.g., property rights) boundaries? Are some of
these boundaries more salient to certain resource ten-
sions? For example, enacting social boundaries may
serve as a complementary mechanism to time-based
resource tensions, whereas attentional boundaries may
serve as a complementary mechanism to social disem-
bodiment resource tensions. How do these facets of
boundaries interact and coevolve to support each other
to facilitate knowledge collaboration in light of resource
tensions over time? Social movement theories (Benford
and Snow 2000), with their emphasis on issue framing
and collective action, may provide a useful theoretical
lens for how OC boundaries can be managed or studied.

Fourth, the evolution of technology affordances
requires facing issues at the intersection of the material-
ity of technology (as an obdurate but shapeable object)
and the evolving social processes in the community.
We offer research questions in two areas. First, given
their mutual constitution, is there a preferred evolution-
ary pairing between technology and the social structure?
Do they need to be tightly coupled, or could we have
healthy, long-lived OCs with very different technologies
in use? A second set of questions refers to the rela-
tion between the fluid nature of the OC and technology
affordances. Changing technology requires new learning
and cognitive effort from participants before a new way

of collaborating can evolve. If every time the individ-
ual visits the community the technology looks differ-
ent, does this negate the technology’s benefits? Given
the fluidity in participation, must the community devise
new ways that allow newcomers and early technology
adopters to operate with one set of technologies and
others in the community to operate with a second set?
Further research on OCs cannot continue to consider
technology as a black box. Rather, it is a fundamen-
tal building block that is intertwined with the actions
leading to the community’s collaborative success. In line
with earlier calls (Zammuto et al. 2007), research that
effectively integrates technology with social actions in
fostering knowledge collaboration is needed.

Conclusion
In conclusion, we raise a call for research on knowl-
edge collaboration in online communities that empha-
sizes fluidity over structure. Such research should exam-
ine a whole host of resources beyond expertise, including
passion, time, identity, social disembodiment of ideas,
socially ambiguous identity, and temporary convergence.
Such theorizing should recognize that, in these commu-
nities, it is not the case that “more resources are bet-
ter.” Rather, these resources create tensions between their
positive and negative consequences that make it easy
for the community to quickly unravel. Research should
therefore focus on understanding how these communi-
ties respond to the tensions that will inevitably arise.
We have identified four generative responses that may
help explain some of the dynamics of this adaptation:
engendering roles in the making, channeling partici-
pation, dynamically changing boundaries, and evolving
technology affordances. This is a challenging area of
research, but we hope that our framing helps encourage
researchers to revisit assumptions and explore tractable
new directions. Our understanding of new organizational
forms depends on the ability of researchers to rise to the
challenge.
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Endnote
1We recognize that many OCs may be characterized by negli-
gible knowledge collaboration as they may be oriented toward
sustaining civic activities, sports activities, and social ties,
or providing social support. Such OCs are not the focus of
this paper.
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