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From the Editor in Chief 

 

MICROINNOVATIONS IN HUMAN–TECHNOLOGY INTERACTION 
 

 

 
 

 

Human–technology interaction is a central consideration of our time: Many aspects of our 

social development depend on it. Therefore, it is essential to consider how best we can 

coordinate the innovation process, since innovation establishes the technological preconditions 

for future life. Issues such as inventing, creating, designing, manufacturing, marketing, and 

using new technologies are all steps in the complex innovation cycle.  

Inventions or creations are the first step in a long line of processes that eventually result in 

something useful for improving the quality of people’s everyday lives. However, only when 

hundreds, if not thousands, of small, at times independent, pieces are connected to each other 

into a sense-making whole, do we have an innovation. The idea is the beginning, but only ideas 

that improve on practice and are adopted by users become innovations (Schumpeter, 1939).  

Sometimes the ideas may be relatively tiny and invisible, yet still their ultimate justification 

is always expressed in terms of human life. For example, it makes sense to apply nanotechnology 

in paper machines because it improves the process of making paper, something we can readily 

see when we read the newspaper at our breakfast tables. Thus, the value of small technological 

ideas and the improvements they bring have value when they raise the quality of life. This is why 

we should attend to the process that integrates the many ideas into a working whole.  

The innovation process begins with a set of ideas. At this point, the ideas are simply 

that—an output of someone’s thinking and imagining. Design solutions and marketing 

inventions are always products of human thinking. This means that thinking forms the very 

enigma of innovation processes. It makes them work, and for this reason we can investigate 

innovations as human thought processes.  

The perspective on innovations opened by human thinking is intriguing. Much has been 

written about large innovations processes, such as governmental innovation processes, 

networks, and systems of innovations. We also know a considerable bit about organizational 

innovation processes and the diffusion or sustainability of innovations. But we know very little 

about innovative thinking in the scientific sense. Innovation processes can be very extensive, 

and so it is logical to call them macroinnovations. Alternatively, then, innovation as thinking 

can be considered a microinnovation process. Of course, innovation as thinking does not 

replace macroinnovation research. Indeed, microinnovation research opens up complementary 
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perspectives toward the innovations, thus enabling us to understand in a new way many 

macroinnovation phenomena. 

Moreover, human–technology interaction design also has its microinnovation processes. 

Throughout history, these processes have had their success stories and failures. By analyzing 

the stories—particularly the failures—we can learn much about the typical microinnovation 

processes.  As an example, we can analyze the WAP (wireless application protocol) fiasco from 

about a decade ago. Although many engineers saw technical problems as an explanation for the 

WAP’s failure, it is clear that the users did not accept this technology. The fundamental 

misjudgment on the part of WAP’s developers is that they did not recognize that users did not 

want to learn how to use its symbolic interface. In fact, the problem was that users could not 

learn to use it (Ramsay & Nielsen, 2000). So although members of the overly enthusiastic 

mobile industry recognized the usability factors in play on this important new technology, it 

took them time to realize there was little they could do to get audience to accept the product. 

Thus, WAP serves as an instructional mistake. Had its usability assessments been 

undertaken before the development process of its final form of service was completed, much 

trouble would have been avoided. Yet, this innovation traveled a wrong path because a 

portion of its developers’ thought processes arrived at wrong conclusions, or, perhaps more 

accurately, disregarded evidence in a key innovation task in reaching conclusions. The 

primary mistake was an underestimation of the users and the value of user testing in the early 

stages of technology development. Information and understanding about users’ cognitive 

capacity were not included in the management decisions leading to product launch decisions. 

So, what can we learn from analyzing the WAP events? 

WAP would not be important case unless it kept developers from repeating similar 

mistakes in contemporary industry. Today, large numbers of programs never reach their 

audiences, even though the ideas behind them are good. Freeware and the difficulties in 

marketing program products illustrate the challenges of getting products—even good 

products—accepted in the marketplace. Therefore, reflecting on the ―logic‖ behind the failure 

in microinnovation processes of the WAP project offers lessons to be learned.  

As noted above, innovation processes involve huge streams of ideas. Sometimes it happens 

that the failure of a single component can have disastrous consequences. For example, a number 

of supertankers exploded in the 1960s, the result of a small gas pocket in their tanks (Perrow, 

1999). The space shuttle Challenger explosion was a similar case of a small component 

producing a catastrophic outcome (Presidential Commission, 1986). In fact, WAP shared the 

same characteristic: One uncontrolled phenomenon destroyed the big technological idea. 

Microinnovation research is a huge field because thinking plays a role in all innovation 

processes. The WAP failure teaches us an essential lesson: the importance of task-necessary 

information. Users are an essential element in technology, and if information about and from 

users is not included within each step of the innovation processes, innovators are likely to err. 

Company managerial boards take unnecessary risks when they do not have on-staff personnel 

with user expertise or do not seek input from those so skilled. Negative outcomes can result from 

either ignorance of or false information regarding the human–technology innovation processes. 

 Another risk in human technology interaction development thinking was illustrated by Steve 

Jobs and Apple. The mobile industry had met with difficulties when introducing WAP. Human–

technology interaction experts had demonstrated already in the year 2000 that text-based WEB 

services would not work (Ramsay & Nielsen, 2000). Experience with the Web in the pc world 
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had clearly shown that text-based interfaces were too complicated for ordinary users to apply in 

accessing the Internet, and yet the industry continued its work on WAP for a couple of years 

more, before accepting the facts. However, everyone knew that graphic interfaces worked fine in 

supporting Internet use. In other words, the solution to the WAP deficits actually existed under 

the noses of developers during this period. Nevertheless, it took nearly a decade before Apple was 

able to bring this realization to fruition in the mobile world. Of course, many of the factors 

explaining the slow emergence of the graphic mobile culture were technical, such as bandwidth 

and battery capacity. Nevertheless, it was necessary to restructure the human–technology 

interaction thinking associated with WAP in order to create a new application- and service-based 

culture. Changing the thinking allowed for this positive step. 

Human thinking opens the potential for people to reach their goals in life when such 

solutions are not currently available (Newell & Simon, 1972). The failure of WAP illustrates 

the problems that can arise, and Apple’s approach demonstrates how re-thinking can solve such 

challenges. The definition of goals, the identification of obstacles, and creative problem solving 

form the core of the innovation processes in human–technology interaction, as they do in other 

human endeavors.  Problems and challenges can be solved only when innovative thinkers have 

sufficient expertise and the required information. Thus, the importance of defining human 

knowledge and understanding the users’ behaviors, preferences, and attitudes is an essential 

component of expertise within the engineering community. This is not true only inside the 

walls of design offices, but also inside executive boardrooms.  
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Guest Editors’ Introduction 

 

DISTRIBUTED LEADERSHIP FOR INTERCONNECTED 
WORLDS 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

The technological advancements in the second half of the previous century generated the 

potential for participatory decision making in organizational and governmental institutions. 

Moreover, the digital networking environments on the Internet that enabled this type of 

decision making were accompanied by the emergence and establishment of on-line 

communities. Under this perspective, the range of communication mediated by ubiquitous 

computing allows problems, ideas, and suggestions of a specific nature to be considered 

when gathered into organizational and institutional virtual spaces. Within these spaces, the 

voices of individual customers, workers, organizational stakeholders, and/or citizens can be 

articulated and brought to bear on services, practices, and policies, as well as to join voices 

with salient others. Such naturally or intentionally formed communities and groups require 

roles within them to function.  

One of these roles is leadership; Chemers (1997), in his book titled, An Integrative 

Theory Of Leadership, suggested that leadership is the process of social influence in which 

one person can enlist the aid and support of others in the accomplishment of a common task. 

Although this approach of one leader directing a group was representative of the 20
th

 century, 

the new, globally interconnected context sets the stage for the expectation that leadership is to 

be less directive and more collaborative The application of leadership attributes such as 

values, knowledge, and skills can now be found in and employed by the diversity of the 

group members and community rather than residing solely in just one, or just a few, 

individuals. Consequently, the communication that integrates the individuals within the 

collective allows for new attributes to be attached to the leadership construct. Thus, a new 

approach is being observed within the realms of cyberspace: distributed leadership.  

 The term leadership usually refers to the traditional top-down model of centralizing control. 

Recently, however, a transformational aspect has become embedded within the term to indicate 

a bottom-up management mode. Simultaneously, the paradigmatic shift in media-interactive 
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communication, enabled by the development of Web2.0 tools and environments, has 

enhanced connectivity and resulted in the growth of the networked experience. The 

intersection of these two transitions has created an environment that has empowered the user 

by offering the opportunity for interventionist action beyond the individual level. This 

perspective, therefore, generates the need for the study of bottom-up approaches to leadership 

on the one hand, and the need for reconsideration of the leadership concept, on the other. 

Such research would embrace the extending features of distribution–of creating, of planning, 

of work, and of leadership. Distributed leadership, then, builds upon participants’ 

contributions in participatory decision making. Despite the fact that the capacity for 

leadership is both individual and collective (Ancona & Bresman, 2007; Senge, 1996), at the 

moment, methodologies and techniques addressing the issue of management exist for top-

down and bottom-up approaches distinctively and exclusively. Distributed leadership, 

moreover, being a relatively new field, is also, to a certain extent, a largely unexplored one.  

 Distributed leadership (Woods, 2004) has been related to participatory decision making 

as well as to participatory democracy, while the concept is further enhanced by the myriad 

information and communication technologies (ICTs) and on-line networking technologies 

available today. According to Ghosh (2002), distributed leadership is a matter of a more 

purposeful resolve to build “multi-dimensional trust” within an organization. Examples come 

from media and computer companies, as well as educational and governmental organizations. 

More particularly, some program producers encourage viewers to vote on the plot, thereby 

influencing and/or determining the outcome of a film, series, or protagonists. Customers for 

some companies can make suggestions and vote on their ideas for products. Students’ on-line 

communities in universities make suggestions to enhance policy-making decisions. From a 

European viewpoint, distributed leadership has been associated with shared visions across 

and beyond the boundaries of European countries, creating shared direction for all. The need 

for shared visions in Europe, as stressed by Costas Simitis in his 1997 speech at the London 

School of Economics, is based on the reality that democracy is in crisis. In fact, the European 

Union (EU) has made several attempts to involve the citizens in decision making by 

providing on-line discussion forums and tools to facilitate this process.
1
 An attempt to aid in 

the financial crisis in Greece was introduced by the editors of the Ideas Platform,
2
 where the 

users could submit their suggestions for solutions to related problems. The suggestions were 

then forwarded to the relevant Greek ministry as well as to the EU group associated with the 

Digital Agenda for Europe
3 

organization. 

Despite the growing applications of participatory decision making, the organizational 

structures to support the nonhierarchical nature of power and authority practices have not 

been widely studied yet. Furthermore, few studies have considered the incorporation of 

information systems into a business perspective for building direct ties and relationships that 

benefit from improved communication with customers or to reform public services. Under 

this perspective, it appears that the previous conceptualization, approaches, and practices of 

leadership can no longer be applied unquestioningly in our interconnected world. The 

leadership target of social influence by any means needs to be replaced by a more 

participatory approach focusing on the end result. In this millennium, focusing on group 

accomplishments and the well-being of the members represents the innovation not just in 

leadership, but also in project output. Social influence as a means for accomplishing task is 

expressed by the diversity of stakeholders, rather than in just one individual. 
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One approach that has provided a framework to understand, analyze, and function under 

this new leadership perspective is that of the empathic leader (Goleman, 2004). The empathic 

leader works as an instrument: He/she listens with empathy and then leads with empathy, as 

well as observes, asks questions, provides the means toward success, and gathers information 

to uncover the “true reality” of the group or community. The importance of empathic 

leadership, as advocated by Goleman, rests on three reasons: the increasing use of teams as 

“cauldrons of bubbling emotions,” the rapid pace of globalization with cross-cultural 

communication, and the growing need to retain talent. In considering the transition from the 

20
th

 century industrial revolution to the 21
st
 century interconnected worlds, however, a 

discrepancy arises concerning the incorporation of the new leadership perspective within 

organizational and institutional practices when such an attempt is based upon existing 

theoretical frameworks.  

Part of this knowledge gap then is bridged with this special issue of Human Technology: 

An Interdisciplinary Journal on Humans in ICT Environments. The four articles hosted in this 

issue focus on shared information, participation, and community-based dialogic forms of 

communication, and how these contribute to reshaping organizational, educational, and 

political practices.  

Departing from the free movement principle that the open source culture supports, 

Kostakis, in the first article of this issue, explores the ways politics and democracies can 

benefit from the emerging participatory spirit that modern ICTs inspire. To meet this end, 

Kostakis sets out to provide a deeper insight into the nature, the effects, and the potential of 

the concept of wikipolitics for a revitalized democratic discourse. In his discussion of the 

ways networked environments allow for a reorganization of economic, cultural, and political 

life, the author also uncovers several problems underlying the open source approach. 

Kostakis concludes the present study by proposing that a law-abiding clear social community 

contract, a user-friendly architecture with natural narrative conversational modes of human 

interaction, and a change in the attitude of both politicians and citizens are some of the 

measures a scientifically designed wikipolitics project could take in order to rule out threats.  

The conversational mode of interaction occurring in open source environments is, in fact, 

the departure point of the study conducted by Barberio, Mastrogiorgio and Lomi. To balance 

excessive research attention on the technical part, Barberio and colleagues follow an 

anthropocentric approach to investigate communication patterns that develop in order to meet 

discussion objectives. To this end, the researchers examine communication practices evolving 

among the members of a virtual community, gaining insight into dialogic forms of coordination. 

As the findings of their study indicate, communication practices provide a lens for looking at 

discussion coordination in a concrete way. Through communication genres already in use, 

cognitive complexity is reduced, a phenomenon that, as the authors underscore, also applies to 

collective decision making. The authors conclude that the potential of new Internet technologies 

to enhance dialogic–cooperative forms of coordination needs to be further explored.  

Considering the potential for organizational innovation being the backbone of her studies, 

Jameson argues for distributed leadership as an effective model of operation within on-line 

communities. To support her case, the researcher draws upon the findings resulting from the 

operationalization of three case studies situated in an on-line global community. Through her 

analysis, Jameson pinpoints that an effective model of distributed leadership enhances active 

participation and enables community members to potentially become involved in on-line 
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community leadership. To meet this end, a balance between the visibility and invisibility of 

formal leadership presence in community discussions is essential. Reflecting upon her study 

findings, Jameson goes on to argue for the need of socioemotional trust to develop as one of the 

fundamental qualities towards the articulation of genuine dialogue between team members at 

all organizational levels. By alternating instances of presence and collaborative discretion, 

therefore, on-line community leaders pass the floor to other members, thus contributing to 

balanced group interactions and allowing for the distribution of democratic procedures.  

Finally, the view of distributed leadership taken by Lambropoulos, Gourdin and 

Bakharia in their work situates the issue in the educational domain. In their paper, 

Lambropoulos and colleagues discuss and analyze the collaborative efforts of students 

participating in a distributed leadership course, implemented on-line and aimed at correlating 

interaction quality with idea generation. Scripting computer-supported collaborative e-

learning activities based on distributed leadership principles, the authors claim, can scaffold 

students’ interactions. In this way, collaboration is supported and idea generation promoted. 

The associated tools play their own part to collaboration enhancement, as scripting brings 

students’ interactions and dialogical sequences to the fore, thus contributing to an improved 

learner awareness. Aiming towards data validation, the researchers apply a number of diverse 

methods and tools to provide a multifaceted approach so as to achieve a more holistic view of 

the data and their interpretation.  

This special issue focuses on current trends and practices, as well as real-life case 

studies, where evaluations have been applied and validated. As a result, this issue not only 

reports first experiences and debates, it also manages to go beyond the current state of the art 

by looking into future prospects and emerging applications. As such, this special issue can be 

a useful guide and reference tool to practitioners and experts who study, design, construct, 

moderate, evaluate and maintain distributed leadership environments and techniques in e-

learning, e-business, e-government, and other related domains. By stressing the individual’s 

responsibility to be engaged actively in any group, the social or even national 

accomplishment, and the leader’s duty to listen and respond, this special issue raises 

leadership to a new level, this of distributed leadership.  

 

 

ENDNOTE 
 

1. See, for example, the Interactive Policy-Making Tool (http://ec.europa.eu/idabc/ipm), which aims to 

improve governance by using the Internet to collect and analyze reactions of citizens and enterprises, 

evaluate existing EU policies, and facilitate open consultations on new initiatives. 

2. This initiative can be seen at http://democracyreloaded.gr 

3. The link to the Digital Agenda for Europe is http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/digital-

agenda/index_en.htm  
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THE ADVENT OF OPEN SOURCE DEMOCRACY 
AND WIKIPOLITICS: CHALLENGES, THREATS AND 
OPPORTUNITIES FOR DEMOCRATIC DISCOURSE 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Abstract: It has been claimed that the Web 2.0, the open source movement, and the 

emerging mode of peer production have inaugurated a new era of debate about 

openness, participation, and cooperation as bedrocks for rebuilding the civilizations of 

the modern world. By way of introducing the concept of wikipolitics, this paper examines 

whether, and if so how, politics and democracies can benefit from this emerging 

participatory spirit and modern ICTs, and to document possible dangers of such a shift 

in the democratic process 

 

Keywords: open source, wikipolitics, peer production, democratic discourse. 

 

 

A radical change in the organization of information production has been observed during last 

decades. Two parallel shifts have taken place: The most economically advanced societies are 

moving towards an information-based economy (i.e., emphasis on financial services, 

marketing, software, science, and culture), while the declining costs of information and 

communication technologies (ICTs) make them available to a much wider portion of the 

world‘s population (Benkler, 2006). This has led, in turn, to the creation of a new 

communicational, interconnected, virtual environment in which a new social, productive, and 

exchange model has emerged that is radically different from the industrial one (Benkler, 

2006). This new paradigm has been described by Benkler (2006) as commons-based peer 

production, which reduces the value of proprietary strategies and makes shared information 

more important through large-scale, cooperative information production efforts. Bruns (2008) 

has called this era ―produsage,‖ where ―produsers‖ (producers + users) simultaneously 

innovate, produce, distribute, and consume, all premised on an ethos of participation, sharing, 

communication, and collaboration. Therefore, peer production, in this context, is a new mode 

of production that has been enabled through Internet-based coordination, where decisions 

arise from the free engagement and cooperation of the people who coalesce to create common 

value. It is a mode arguably more productive in the creation, production, and distribution of 
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nonmaterial value (i.e., knowledge, information, or culture), in which the creative energy of 

multitudes is coordinated into meaningful projects without the traditional hierarchical 

organization (Bauwens, 2005a, 2005b; Benkler, 2006). The on-line free encyclopedia 

Wikipedia, which hosts millions of pages of information and knowledge; the thousands 

applications of FLOSS (i.e., free/libre/open source software, e.g., Linux); the Apache Web 

server that provides a foundation for open, collaborative software development projects; and 

the LibriVox project, a digital library of free public-domain audio books read and recorded 

by volunteers, are just a few examples of the legion of the ongoing peer production 

endeavors. Simultaneously, it has been frequently argued (Bauwens, 2005a; Benkler, 2006; 

Lessig, 2004) that culture is becoming more participatory and self-reflective, ―where many 

more of us participate actively in making cultural moves and finding meaning in the world 

around us‖ (Benkler, 2006, p. 15). Millions of blogs, the open access movement, and the free 

dissemination of music, photography, and literature via Creative Commons licenses provide 

an account of the so-called ―free culture movement‖ (Lessig, 2004). 

 The present paper, by and large, subscribes to this perspective and takes it as its 

framework and starting point. This, in turn, leads to several questions. If produsers in the 

economic arena can create common value via open, self-governed, networked, virtual 

communities—especially regarding nonmaterial production—what should and/or could be 

done in the procedure of democratic discourse? If, as argued by Surowiecki (2004), the 

crowds are actually wiser than the few experts and capable of making better decisions under 

certain conditions (that is, the crowd needs to be diverse and decentralized with independent 

members), then how can modern ICTs of the so-called networked area, in coordination with 

the open source culture, summarize citizens‘ opinions, arguments, and suggestions into a 

collective verdict that may provide societies with co-created political value? What effect can 

the open source movement in software and knowledge production have on enhancing and 

enriching modern democratic structures? What are the dangers of such a shift of the 

democratic process? This paper addresses the concept of wikipolitics, examining whether and 

how wikipolitics can facilitate an environment for peer production in the political field, and 

discussing the potential dangers, based on the study of a prominent peer project, Wikipedia. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION TO WIKIPOLITICS 
 

Staring at Open Source Democracy 
 

Historically, democracy has been in an arduous search process of reinventing itself: ―Like fire, 

painting or writing, democracy seems to have been invented more than once, and in more than 

one place‖ (Dahl, 1998, p. 8). And because democratic processes are tightly connected with 

information flows and communication nowadays, new opportunities, mainly induced by the 

technological progress especially in the ICT sector, are emerging and simultaneously 

transforming and being transformed by a refreshed subjectivity. Bauwens (2005a, 2005b) 

argued for the emergence of the peer-to-peer (P2P) concept. This specific form of relational 

dynamic, based on an assumed equipotency (i.e., no prior formal filtering for participation) of 

its contributors and organized through the free cooperation of equals in view of the 

performance of a common task, creates a common good, with forms of decision making and 
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autonomy widely distributed throughout the network. How can this networked environment 

facilitate a better democratic discourse or, in other words, a better democracy and indeed a 

better society? Before addressing that, what do we really mean by better democracy? How do 

we perceive the enhancement of democratic structures and the democratic discourse? 

Democracy could be said to be about the resolution of competing claims and visions of the 

good society in an arena open to all (Alexander, 2003). The democratic utopia is perceived as 

a number of processes based on equal and open participation in decision making, where every 

person has its say. So, in this paper, the enhancement of democracy is understood as a step 

closer to the aforementioned utopia. Some scholars (Bauwens, 2005a, 2005b; Benkler 2006; 

Bruns, 2008; Lessig, 2004; Rushkoff, 2003, 2007) claim that the participatory context, within 

which the myriad commons-based peer production endeavors are blooming, signals the return 

to autonomy, cooperation, and collectivity: New social norms are emerging. At the same 

time, numerous political scientists highlight the need for embracing cooperation, because 

otherwise the world would be ruled by ―one power structure in terms of economic-

technological development, military power and knowledge production‖ (Suoranta & Vaden, 

2008, p. 182). Moreover, Sen (2002) underlined the importance of sharing common good in 

order to enrich human freedom.  

 Rushkoff (2003) demonstrated that the current political structures can be changed: 

Transparency in media makes information available to those who never had access to it 

before. Access to media technology empowers those same people to discuss how they 

might want to change the status quo. Finally, networking technologies allow for online 

collaboration in the implementation of new models, and the very real-world organisation 

of social activism and relief efforts …We are heading not towards a toppling of the 

democratic, parliamentary or legislative processes, but towards their reinvention in a 

new, participatory context. (p. 63) 

In 2007, Rushkoff considered the modern information age as a second renaissance: 

Printing press, perspective, extended metaphor, circumnavigation of the globe, re-

invention of the ―individual‖, the beginnings of calculus all find their modern parallels in 

the internet, holography, hypertext, orbiting the globe, re-invention of the collective, the 

beginnings of systems theory…. old, repressed ideas, like the value of collaboration and 

cooperation, are being reborn in the next context of connectivity. (Answer 1, para. 1) 

During the original Renaissance, people were transformed from passive recipients into 

active interpreters of the world. In the current renaissance, people are playing new roles: the 

role of author, the role of creator (Rushkoff, 2003). ICTs, or what Rushkoff (2003) calls 

―interactive media,‖ can arguably provide the tools to develop collective narratives while 

remaining connected to each other. In a networked, information-based society (Bauwens, 

2005a, 2005b; Bell, 1976, 1978; Benkler, 2006; Castells, 2000, 2003), in which a participatory, 

open, and free culture is emerging, societies aspire towards ―a highly articulated and dynamic 

body politic: A genuinely networked democracy, capable of accepting and maintaining a 

multiplicity points of view‖ (Rushkoff, 2003, p. 51). The promise of this ―networked 

democracy‖ lies in encouraging broader participation and taking advantage of the collective 

wisdom and the perspectives of the crowds. According to Jenkins (2006), ICTs induce a 

participatory culture that contains low barriers to civic participatory engagement and activism, 

as well as new forms of social connection, solidarity, and collectivism. 
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 ―Open source democracy‖ (a concept introduced by Rushkoff, 2003) is related to a 

―model for the open-ended and participatory process through which legislation might occur in 

a networked democracy‖ (p. 56). Members of open source communities experience the way 

that their actions affect the whole and, as a result, they are more conscious of ―how their 

moment-to-moment decisions can be better aligned with the larger issues with which they are 

concerned‖ (Rushkoff, 2003, pp. 60–61). Open source democracy deals with interconnected 

local communities that are experienced as places to design and implement policies 

incrementally; this eventually will have an effect on the whole. It can be said that open source 

democracy is actually a strand of on-line participatory democracy, or ―eDemocracy,‖ since it 

concerns a particular context of democratic goals: enabling participation through input and 

consultation; inducing engagement and deliberation; and having no relation, for instance, 

with e-voting or simple digital feedback. In a nutshell, it tries to redefine modern democratic 

discourse in the digital information age. Open source activity is, in some ways, similar to 

―crowdsourcing,‖ although I prefer using the term open source because it stresses concepts 

such as openness, the common good, and collaboration.   

 Wikipolitics constitutes those sociotechnological applications and processes that can 

exploit the untapped collective intelligence resources. It aims to strengthen democratic 

processes by facilitating electronic input within policy development and on-line policy 

consultation. After all, it is about content co-creation. So wikipolitics, where ―networking 

technologies allow for online collaboration in the implementation of new models‖ (Rushkoff, 

2003, p. 63), is a means with the potential to give rise to open source democracy. But, as Clift 

(2004, p. 3) noted, ―There is no ‗leap frog‘ path that easily leads to responsive governance 

that supports human and economic development.‖ Getting over the hype in media coverage 

of the early 1990s, the Internet and ICTs are not inherently democratic or capable of leading 

absolutely on their own towards a democratic revolution. ―ICTs might be functional to 

implement a certain kind of democracy, while it might lead to undemocratic results in another 

institutional setting,‖ said Hilbert (2007, p. 7). However, nowadays, as will be explained in 

the next section, technology reflects a change of attitude towards participation and openness, 

expressed in the formation of new interactions—P2P relations—while new forms of political 

and productive organization are emerging. Open source democracy, along with wikipolitics, 

is being built upon this new relational dynamic at work. 

 

The Evolution of Technology and the Emergence of a New Social Order 
 

At this point, it will be helpful to shed light on the evolution of technology and the emergence 

of new modes of social organization, specifically following Bauwens‘ (2005b) analysis 

developed in his ―P2P and Human Evolution‖ essay, since this provides a framework for the 

analysis to come. According to Bauwens, premodern technology was participative in a 

nondifferentiated world: The tools of the artisans were extensions of their bodies, and their 

societies were not differentiated, meaning people were part of a whole that was dominated by 

spirits (their ancestors, spirits of nature, objects, etc.). In the modern era (industrial 

capitalism), technology became less participative but more differentiated: Nature was 

considered an object (i.e., a resource to be used), while tools no longer served as an extension 

of the human; rather, the human became an extension of the machine. In the industrial system 

of production, humans and machines were of the same nature, both cogs in the system. 
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Nowadays, in the postmodern, information-based, networked era, machines are intelligent, 

but in a way different than humans (i.e., machines lack creative innovation, problem-solving, 

and decision-making capabilities). During the process of ―informationization,‖ a new 

paradigm has emerged (although coexisting with the old one): Computers are becoming 

extensions of the human brain while humans cooperate with them, thus enabling an effective 

communication among a much wider human community.  

 According to this argument, technology would reflect a change of attitude towards 

participation. This change is expressed in the formation of new P2P relations, while new 

forms of political and productive organization are emerging. These new forms do not offer 

solutions to the problems per se, but they constitute alternative, new processes for arriving at 

solutions. An increasing number of people are now able to manage their political, social, and 

productive lives through a variety of interdependent networks. These trends contribute to the 

formation of a social order increasingly based on meaningful cooperation. These new forms 

of civilization combine subjectivity (new values), intersubjectivity (new relations), 

objectivity (an enabling technology) and interobjectivity (new forms of organization; i.e., 

peer production as a new mode of production in the information and knowledge sector) that 

mutually strengthen each other in a positive feedback loop.  

 It can be said that there are two primary questions to be answered. The first one is an 

ontological question: How is technology transforming us? The second question, and the focus 

of this paper, is a political one: What can we make out of technology (Feenberg, 1998)?  

  

The Essence of Wikipolitics 
 

The advent of Web 2.0 has enabled large-scale interactions (O‘Reilly, 2006) via emerging Web 

technologies such as wikis. Butler, Joyce, and Pike (2008, p. 1108) arrived at the conclusion 

that the ―true power of wikis lies in the fact that they are a platform that provides affordances, 

which allow for a wide variety of rich, multifaceted organizational structures.‖ According to 

Suoranta and Vaden (2008, p. 11), wikis ideally exemplify the Habermasian potential of digital 

technology and communication (see Habermas, 1984) because they ―seem to promise almost 

limitless global open collaboration in terms of content production, discussion and 

argumentation.‖ Wikipolitics is only a means to an end. According to Rawls (2003), the focus 

in the design of democratic information and communication processes should be premised 

upon procedures, rather than on truthful results. In addition, a great challenge for wikipolitics is 

to ―efficiently steer and correctly administer the information overflow of a very large number 

of participants‖ (Hilbert, 2007, p. 21). Indeed, ―new information technologies are not simply 

tools to be applied, but processes to be developed‖ (Castells, 2000, p. 31).  

 Is there any specific example of wikipolitics being put into practice? This paper will deal 

later with three projects that can be considered wikipolitics cases because they have many of 

the characteristics of wikipolitics, as described above, and bring some empirical results. They 

will be briefly introduced here already. The first one is the Deliberatorium platform initiated by 

Iandoli, Klein, and Zollo (2008), scholars from MIT and Naples University. The researchers 

were trying to create a platform that would allow for collective deliberation, suggestions 

formulation, and decision making concerning important, complex issues, such as climate 

change. The second wikipolitics project studied here was called wikipolitics.gr;
1
 it is now 

inactive. Developed by PASOK,
2 

the dominant socialist party in Greece, and supported by the 
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on-line journal Re-public and the newspaper Ta Nea,
3
 this platform facilitated collaborative 

politics. Future Melbourne,
4
 the third wikipolitics project, dealt with ―the transformation of a 

traditional city planning exercise governed by a few, to a global, wiki-based collaboration on 

the future of Melbourne, Australia,‖ according to Mark Elliot (2008, para. 1), a key contributor. 

The goal was to leverage the potential of collaboration and to take advantage of Web 2.0 

opportunities. Therefore, the city‘s 10-year plan was migrated ―to a wiki-based collaborative 

environment for both internal and public consultation‖ (Elliot, 2008). All these cases were 

studied in winter 2008-2009, and, exactly after 2 years, they were re-examined and their 

progress is documented within the relevant sections that follow in this essay. 

 As was mentioned above, if the crowds are really wiser than a few experts, and 

democracies are not as transparent and participatory as they could be (and assuming 

transparency and participation are good, and indeed essential, for democracy) a question 

comes to the fore. Under these circumstances, can the modern ICTs, in coordination with the 

open source culture, summarize citizens‘ opinions, arguments, and suggestions into a 

collective verdict that may provide societies with co-created political content?  

 Varoufakis‘ (2007) main objection to the wikipolitics notion was that ―these splendid 

hopes rest entirely on an erroneous diagnosis: Namely, that our democratic deficits [sic] is a 

technical problem in search of a technological solution.‖ He explained,  

As long as our societies are typified by a stark separation of the political from the 

economic sphere, reserving equal rights for the former while allowing the latter to be 

characterised by increasing inequality in the allocation of property rights, wiki…can play 

no significant role in civilising them. Wiki may help democracy but only if it is 

employed in the context of a wider political project of redesigning property rights in such 

a way as to make possible a world in which people form units of production which create 

and distribute value in a participatory manner; in a manner such that no one employs 

anyone, everyone contributes labour and ideas, while each is rewarded according to 

contribution but also need. Until then, all wiki can achieve is, at best, interesting 

experiments in non-price spontaneous order (like Wikipedia) and, at worst, an e΄Mob 

that is as distant from an e΄Demos as Genghis Khan was from a contemporary critic of 

nationalist divisions. (Varourfakis, 2007) 

In a similar vein, Pawley (2007) noted, 

It is perhaps the case that to be optimally effective, such re-imaginings of political action 

must be accompanied by a re-imagination of the institutions that provide them. Such a 

solution, while optimistic, offers the best chance of transcending tensions between 

participation and passivity, centralisation and subsidiarity, and past and future.  

But perhaps such an institutional redesign is under way as well, closely related to 

technological facilitations of participation. In nonmaterial production, humans co-create and 

distribute value in a participatory manner: The production of knowledge and politics becomes 

diffuse; it is distributed throughout the system and, thus, disrupts former spatial and temporal 

continuities (Hartzog, 2007). It is not accidental that the emergence and the conceptualization of 

wikipolitics and open source democracy coincide with the observed emergence of what has been 

called new modes of property and governance: peer property and peer governance. Peer property 

includes the universal common property regimes and legal means for social reproduction of peer 

projects, which are inherently more distributive than both public and private property (Bauwens, 
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2005a, 2005b). For instance, the General Public License or some forms of the Creative Commons 

licenses are examples of peer property legal regimes. In other words, peer property is a modern 

form of communal shareholding whereby resources are held in common and each individual 

contributes according to his/her willingness and ability (Fiske, 1991). Peer governance is a new 

mode of governance and a bottom-up mode of participative decision making that is being tested 

in peer production projects such as FLOSS production and Wikipedia (Bauwens, 2005a, 2005b). 

Thus, peer governance is the way that peer production, the process where common value is 

produced, is organized and managed. It could be argued that the emergence of peer processes 

supported by the Commons and the open access movements facilitates a wider political context in 

which reimagining politics at the institutional level is possible.  

 An important question that could be posed, however, is whether citizens will actually 

embrace the possibility for participation. Hilbert (2007, p. 129) noticed, ―The argument is that 

the average citizen has many other private interests and does not want to get bogged down in 

political details. The common counterargument is that citizens see no point in participation 

because of the limited civil influence allowed by political institutions.‖ Hence, Hilbert (2007, p. 

129) concluded, ―Political apathy is the consequence.‖ In Barber‘s (2003, pp. 265, 272) words, 

―The taste for participation is whetted by participation: Democracy breeds democracy … 

[Citizens] are apathetic because they are powerless, not powerless because they are apathetic.‖ 

Despite the fact that I do not completely agree with such a linear, one-directional causal 

explanation, I share Hilbert‘s view (2007, p. 129) that ―digital transparency in the public sector 

would … stimulate people‘s willingness to participate.‖  

 Another important issue concerning wikipolitics is transparency and its democratic 

nature. The programming of an ICT tool determines ―the democratic institution that channels 

and guides public deliberation‖ (Hilbert, 2007, p. 117). Hence, it must always be ensured that 

ICTs cannot be manipulated. Open source software and open protocols have to be used in 

order to ensure transparency in the process. Elliot et al. (2007) highlighted two key threats 

facing the use of Internet nowadays as a medium for open source democracy:  

[the] exploitative manipulation of the medium through the harvesting and subsequent 

misuse of personal information, as well as the biasing of the Net‘s infrastructure through 

legislation associated with net ‗non-neutrality‘. Such moves undercut public trust and 

faith in the system to protect their rights while providing an accurate representation of 

the digital world. (para. 13) 

Regarding the protection of privacy, wikipolitics must balance the ―democratic 

independence of the individual, the increase of information efficiency for the benefit of the 

individual and the protection of the public from criminal individuals‖ (Hilbert, 2007, p. 120).  

 One of the most significant challenges is that of on-line accessibility, that is, the standards 

and methods in order to ensure equal access to content across the barriers of distance, cost, and 

usability (Elliot et al., 2007). Having no access to digital infrastructure and being digitally 

illiterate constitute important barriers to equal access in open source democracy. As with other 

technologies, the distribution of ICTs follows a center–periphery scheme: The center is 

distinguished by certain characteristics (higher income and level of education), whereas the 

periphery tends to be at a lower level of development (Hilbert, 2007). This follows long-

established patterns of inequality (Hilbert, 2007), which, following Elliot et al. (2007, para. 14), 

―might also be seen as a signal for the need to provide digital network access as a basic, free 
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service.‖ It can be claimed that more access to emergent forms of on-line democracy might also 

help spur many more forms of social, civic, and economic participation (Elliot et al., 2007). 

 Therefore, if the goal is to consider wikipolitics as a medium for democratizing 

democracy, it is necessary to widely distribute essential ICTs to ensure the availability of 

information regardless of time and location. Already movements such as the One Laptop per 

Child
5
 and the two world summits on the information society

6
 have focused on safeguarding 

the right to ICT access. In that context, it is encouraging that the costs for ICT equipment are 

falling and the mechanisms for collaboration are blooming. However, Suoranta and Vaden 

(2008) maintain that even in the Western world, let alone the rest of it, giant strides to reach 

satisfactory levels of digital literacy are necessary. Nonetheless, as Clift commented in 2004, 

―Waiting for the digital divide to close will eliminate the opportunity to build social 

expectations for civic uses of the Internet while the medium is still relatively new.‖   

 

 

WIKIPOLITICS CASES 
 

Web 2.0 and Virtual Communities  
 

It has been argued (O‘Reilly, 2006) that with the advent of the Web 2.0 large-scale interactions 

take place via the emerging Web technologies such as blogs, forums, wikis, e-mail, podcasts, and 

so on. Therefore, using such ―collective intelligence technologies‖ nowadays makes it possible to 

―draw together knowledgeable individuals, analytic tools and information sources on a scale that 

was impossible a few short years ago‖ (Iandoli et al., 2008, p. 1). The emergence of new ICTs, 

along with growing on-line virtual communities, gives rise to new practices in the production of 

politics. However, several differences exist between on-line virtual communities and traditional 

organizations. Interaction within the virtual community takes place mainly or solely via the Web; 

individual contribution is basically voluntary and limited to three forms: knowledge provision, 

knowledge rating, and knowledge organization (e.g., classification; Iandoli et al., 2008). 

According to these authors, a virtual community is a self-organized system where top-down 

management and centralization can be found only to a very limited extent.   

However, as Iandoli et al. noted, in order for virtual communities to work properly, three 

important governance problems have to be addressed: 

Attention governance: We must attract a considerable number of users, reduce the risk of 

premature convergence and enable sufficient exploration of the search space by 

countervailing the influences of informational pressure, social pressure and common 

knowledge; 

Participation governance: We must retain a critical mass of motivated diverse users, and 

provide them with support and incentives for evidence-based reasoning as well as the 

sharing of unique personal knowledge; 

Community governance: We must identify the rules and the organizational structures of 

the community in terms of the process and roles that enable attention governance and 

effective participation. (2008, p. 6)  

 The Re-public team developed the wikipolitics.gr platform. The interview with their 

developers involved, among others things, the three challenges raised by Iandoli et al. (2008) 
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and how the team was dealing with them during the operation of wikipolitics. Moreover, the 

strengths and weaknesses of such a platform were identified and speculations about the future 

of democratic discourse were made. The e-mail exchange with Mark Klein regarding 

Deliberatorium followed a similar vein. The examination of Future Melbourne was built on 

an on-line discussion that took place at P2P foundation‘s blog
7
 in the middle of 2008, as well 

as on material extracted from the project‘s official Web platform.
8
  

 

Discussion with Priftis and Hatzopoulos of PASOK’s Wikipolitics Platform  
 

The wikipolitics.gr project began in 2007 with a wide-ranging on-line interview with PASOK‘s 

leader, and current (from 2009) prime minister of Greece, George Papandreou. More than 

1,000 citizens submitted their questions, which were evaluated by about 50,000 citizens. Then 

Papandreou replied to those with the highest rating. In late 2008 the wikipolitics-parliament 

project was launched. In early 2009 I interviewed Thanasis Priftis and Pavlos Hatzopoulos, the 

initiators of the wikipolitics.gr platform and editors of Re-public, and our discussion focused 

more on the parliamentary usage of wikipolitics.gr that had just completed its first phase. Later, 

in mid-2009, two open discussions (with various evaluation processes) about education affairs as 

well as green development took place via wikipolitics.gr. In late 2009, before the national 

elections in Greece, wikipolitics.gr gathered citizens‘ suggestions for the agenda of the first 100 

days of cabinet, if PASOK would rise in power, which it did. After that the platform became 

inactive, and was superseded by the more sophisticated opengov.gr that is the web page of Greek 

prime minister‘s office for open government, run by almost the same people.   

 It is still interesting to address the 2009 interview with Priftis and Hatzopoulos,
9
 the 

people behind wikipolitics.gr and, now, the main figures of Greek prime minister‘s office for 

open government, since many of their views have been the cornerstones of their efforts ―to 

empower democratic structures through ICT‖ (Priftis). The beginning of the conversation 

dealt with the correlation between modern ICTs and participation in politics. They viewed 

ICTs promoting participation as only partly true since, on one hand, the ―Web is really us‖:  

In theory, the more you adopt participatory ICT, the more possibilities you have towards 

the realization of an open party: Openness opens the way for investment in people. On 

the other hand, when trying to adapt this idea to real life, things are not so easy as they 

might seem. The existing bureaucratic, hierarchical model of governance and 

organization within a political party—even if its leadership wants to—is very difficult to 

relinquish. Only a few PASOK members of the Parliament, say nine or ten, have 

understood the dynamics of this open culture. But they cannot act very differently in an 

old-fashioned political scene; where hierarchical filters gobble up a large part of the 

bottom-up voices.... Furthermore, the use of ICT does not guarantee that it will 

effectively strengthen democracy. Culture and social norms, law, and faults in 

implementation threat such an initiative. (Priftis) 

 The methodology of wikipolitics.gr is quite simple:  

We are trying to convert a bureaucratic process [at that time, the process involved the 

submission of questions to the Greek Parliament] into a more transparent one by 

connecting it to the digital world. Such a process predicates open access to information 

and wants to deliver accountability that will win citizens’ approval. (Priftis) 
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As Priftis noted, at that period of time, the implementation of the wikipolitics.gr project 

was in an early phase: ―We are experimenting and creating fissures in the existing 

mechanism… After all, we are trying to build up a momentum in order to ensure and 

strengthen democracy in the information age.‖ Their work aspired to show that all of the 

questions to be submitted to the Parliament would be at least open to a more transparent 

process where citizens could have their say. For instance, Anna Diamantopoulou, a 

prominent PASOK member who became Greece‘s minister of education and innovation 

policy when PASOK came to power in 2009, submitted a question to the wikipolitics.gr 

platform while still a member of Parliament for open discussion about converting the ugly 

roofs of the housing blocks in Athens into green gardens. The comments made by the citizens 

offered many interesting insights and inputs, so that the question actually submitted to the 

Greek Parliament was really coauthored by Ms. Diamantopoulou and dozens of active 

citizens, as Priftis and Hatzopoulos told me. At the time of our interview, citizens were to 

start discussing and evaluating the suggestions of PASOK about technical education in 

Greece. ―The next step,‖ Priftis said in 2009, ―is that all the questions of the PASOK members 

of the Greek Parliament would be available for discussion at the wikipolitics.gr platform.‖ 

This is now taking place at the opengov.gr platform for several, but not all, of the bills that 

are to be presented in the Parliament for passage.  

 When asked about the function of their platform, Priftis and Hatzopoulos replied that a 

stable team of people maintains wikipolitics.gr, while a critical mass of citizens quite often 

offer their commentaries. ―In the beginning, we were worried about the prevalence of 

quantity over quality… We are constantly trying to create clearly defined ways to gather and 

assess the inputs,‖ Priftis said. In a similar vein, Clift (2004, p. 28) advised that ―without 

structured ways to gather, evaluate, and respond to public input online, there will be 

diminishing value received or perceived with each additional public comment.‖ In addition, 

Priftis and Hatzopoulos realized the need for a more automated mechanism regarding the 

coordination between their team and the members of Parliament: 

We push the comments and the formulated ideas to the PASOK members of the 

Parliament. With our platform, we want to show that every citizen should have the right 

to participate in the debate over particular issues, even via lottery. (Hatzopoulos) 

Our conversation ended with Hatzopoulos‘ speculations about the future of politics: 

We live in a contradictory, globalized society. Peer production and Commons coexist 

with the capitalistic, speculative production and the exclusive ownership. Every effort, so 

far, to subvert capitalism was “symmetrical,” and thus doomed to failure: symmetry in a 

world that is asymmetrical and contradictory. Hence, we believe that we are moving 

towards a mixed political system that includes discrepant and asymmetric elements that 

coexist. Societies have to devote time and resources to have a better understanding of the 

real threats and potential of wikipolitics, as the dystopia is always a possible scenario.  

 

Discussing the Deliberatorium Platform  
 

In 2009, I discussed this platform via e-mail with Mark Klein, a principal research scientist at 

the MIT Center for Collective Intelligence and one of Deliberatorium‘s main developers. 

According to Klein, the initial results (from three evaluations—200 people in Naples, Italy, 
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300 people in Zurich, Switzerland, and 100 people at Intel in Massachusetts, USA) showed 

that large numbers of people, without special training, could effectively use this tool to create 

large deliberation maps on complex topics. Klein told me that next steps included the 

development of new functionalities aimed at (a) making it easier to find/enter content in large 

maps; (b) collecting metrics on the progress and problems in a deliberation; and (c) 

integrating deliberation maps with social media tools that are based on narratives and 

conversations (e.g., chat, e-mail, wikis). The current version of the Deliberatorium tool has 

incorporated many of these changes and can be found on-line.
10

 The access is open and some 

of the collected data is analyzed as part of an ongoing study on improving the support of 

large-scale web-mediated collaborative work, as their website states. 

 Klein was also asked to articulate his ideas regarding the effects that Deliberatorium 

could have on the production of politics, that is, decision-making and problem-solving 

processes. Klein hoped that, 

The Deliberatorium will make it possible for large numbers of people to much more 

effectively and systematically collect and evaluate a wide range of ideas concerning how 

to solve complex problems. I believe it can help in two ways: 

 Take better advantage of the cognitive diversity our societies offer to increase the 

range of solutions being considered. In current social computing systems, all too 

often only a tiny fraction of the possible solution ideas see the light of day, because 

of problems such as redundancy and dysfunctional collaboration dynamics.  

 Foster decision-making based on evidence and logic rather than bias and emotional 

manipulation. The Deliberatorium is designed to encourage people to explain why 

they support given ideas, and uses a community-rating scheme that rewards 

coherent, well-supported arguments.  

Talking about open source democracy and wikipolitics, as realized in the current 

research project, I asked Klein whether he agreed with the view that the Deliberatorium 

platform could be one of the means towards open source democracy. He replied,  

Open source democracy has different meanings to different people. I think many see it as 

being about giving everyone an equal voice in making decisions that affect them. While I 

appreciate that value, my focus is more on finding ways to use our collective intelligence 

to identify the best possible responses to pressing problems. Since I am exploring the use 

of reputation and proxy voting systems, you might even say that the Deliberatorium 

embodies meritocratic, rather than democratic, principles. But I think it is compatible 

with open source democracy, since my work aims to help people identify possible 

solutions and is agnostic about the process by which people eventually decide which of 

these solutions is adopted.  

 Finally, Klein referred to the main strengths and weaknesses of that platform. He 

mentioned that its main strength is that ―it allows us to tap, in ways not previously possible, 

the skills and knowledge of large numbers of people in the service of solving complex multi-

disciplinary problems.‖ On the other hand, Deliberatorium‘s main weakness is the fact that 

―it is based on a style of interaction that is somewhat formal and artificial.‖ However, as 

Klein clarified, their goal is ―to integrate the strengths of a deliberation map with the 

narrative conversational modes of interaction that people find natural.‖  
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The Future Melbourne Project 
 

According to Elliot (2008)
11

, Future Melbourne was the first project in Australia that used a 

wiki for public consultation and the first one in the world that did it so extensively in a city 

planning process. It contained more than 150 targets to measure the city‘s progress towards 

achieving them through six key goals: a city for people, a prosperous city, an eco-city, a 

knowledge city, a creative city, and a connected city. In 2007, the vision that gave rise to the 

Future Melbourne project was the reengineering of Melbourne‘s city process for generating 

its next 10-year strategic plan (2010-2020). Elliot (2008) noted, 

Previously, such plans were produced using cooperative participation (contribution of 

discrete elements that are synthesized by someone other than the contributors). However a 

requirement of this project was that the new plan be produced by collaborative participation 

(contribution with the capacity to add/edit/delete by all in order to inclusively represent the 

perspectives of all involved through collective contribution and synthesis). (para. 2) 

 In a nutshell, according to Future Melbourne‘s Web platform, this project constituted a 

community plan that aimed to 

 Engage citizens in creating a vision for the future, setting priorities, and contributing to 

decision making; 

 Value and utilize local networks; 

 Focus on people and places, requiring a more flexible and joined-up [collaborative] 

approach to policy and service delivery; 

 Connect the top-down and bottom-up policy processes that influence resource allocation.               

 The strategic planner and wiki administrator of the project (Dale Bowerman, ―6 Responses,‖ 

item 6, in Elliot, 2008), deemed that this new form of on-line consultation/participation would 

need some time before the majority of people feel comfortable in taking part. Discussing the 

maturity of this new mode of governance, Elliot wrote, 

It won‘t be long until special interest groups and lobbyists develop a better understanding 

of the potentials. This will likely spawn more conflict (along with healthy debate) 

surrounding the struggle for the representation of a decision. However, I see this in no 

way as a drawback; rather it would simply be an indication of maturity of the medium 

through the mirroring of life‘s normal activities within it. At which point, our dispute 

resolution policies would no doubt develop accordingly and given enough time, perhaps 

the need to be able to represent more perspectives/interests in policy would exert 

pressure upon government to rethink how ―valid‖ policy is formed, created and updated. 

(2008, ―6 Responses,‖ item 2) 

 Coordination problems on interpersonal and interorganizational levels, as well as gaps 

concerning the interests and the identities, were often to be found in virtual communities and 

may result in subsequent conflicts. Therefore, Future Melbourne had a specific plan (informed 

by the Wikipedia experience, Elliot, 2008, ―6 Responses,‖ item 2) for conflict resolution.  

 Further, Bauwens (commenting in Elliot, 2008) assumed that the separation of the idea 

formation from the representational and interest-based decision making is a key step for the 

success of such a wikipolitics project. He believed, 
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What is happening until today is that ―interests‖ distort not only representation, but also 

crucially the input phases of solution-seeking, so that solutions are filtered a priori with 

interests already in mind, thereby prohibiting good ideas to filter through. But if we have 

a mechanism to allow good ideas to filter through, then it becomes a lot more difficult, 

with that transparency build in, for illegitimate interests to come through to the back 

door, and they can only acquire legitimacy by engaging with the good ideas, not filtering 

them out a priori. (Bauwens in Elliot, 2008, ―6 Responses,‖ item 3) 

 With regard to Bauwens‘ comment, Elliot (2008, ―6 Responses,‖ item 4) stated, ―This 

sums up the ideal role … providing a publicly accessible means of developing the ideas, 

which opens them up to scrutiny and discussion, while enabling the further development of 

the ideas in a transparent and open-access way.‖ Elliot thought that the Future Melbourne 

project had already achieved this.  

 At the moment Future Melbourne has accomplished its mission and the ―Post 

Implementation Review‖ conducted by Collabforge (n.d.), an organization specialized in 

social media and government using modern ICTs, investigated the degree of its success. 

According to this report, wikis are a viable platform for public consultation that should be 

further examined. Following the review, important recommendations in this regard are that 

the opportunities for further implementation of collaborative on-line consultation must be 

explored; that a link between the delivery of on-line consultation and the development of 

digital literacy is necessary; and that policies for the development and the implementation of 

an innovative change management program, which adopts and integrates the new ICTs and 

processes in a sustainable way, are of a crucial importance. 

 

 

WIKIPEDIA PROJECT 
 

Wikipedia, the popular free, on-line encyclopedia, is often hailed as a prominent peer production 

project where individuals voluntarily participate and produce a vast knowledge base. However, 

various criticisms (Bauwens, 2008; Butler et al., 2008) have been recently leveled against 

Wikipedia regarding the mode of governance that is followed. Although Wikipedia is not a 

wikipolitics project, it is a virtual community and shares several similarities with wikipolitics. 

So, using the Wikipedia project as a point of departure, I will try to identify and draw some 

conclusions regarding the dysfunctional and problematic situations of the governance 

mechanism. This study will allow for further considerations concerning the dangers of 

misplaced openness and participation for open-source democracy and wikipolitics projects. 

 

Introduction to Wikipedia 
 

The Web 2.0 has triggered large-scale interactions in unprecedented ways and gave rise to 

many collaborative projects, such as the well-known free encyclopedia: 

Wikipedia is a free, web-based, collaborative, multilingual encyclopedia project 

supported by the non-profit Wikimedia Foundation. Its 18 million articles (over 3.6 

million in English) have been written collaboratively by volunteers around the world, and 

almost all of its articles can be edited by anyone with access to the site. Wikipedia was 

launched in 2001 by Jimmy Wales and Larry Sanger and has become the largest and 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Free_content
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/World_Wide_Web
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Collaborative_writing
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Multilingualism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Encyclopedia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikimedia_Foundation
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/English_Wikipedia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Community_of_Wikipedia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jimmy_Wales
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Larry_Sanger
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most popular general reference work on the Internet, ranking around seventh among all 

websites on Alexa and having 365 million readers. 

  The name Wikipedia was coined by Larry Sanger[10] and is a portmanteau of wiki (a 

technology for creating collaborative websites, from the Hawaiian word wiki, meaning 

"quick") and encyclopedia. (Wikipedia, 2011, para. 1 & 2) 

This is how Wikipedia defines itself. It uses the wiki technology that allows anyone to 

create and edit content on-line, in an open access and participatory context. Wikipedia is 

actually what Bruns (2008, pp. 104, 137) calls ―representations of knowledge‖ rather than a 

―synthesis of a unified position of, and on, knowledge or ‗truth‘ itself‖:  

[It] provides a central, accessible, and easily editable space for the compilation and 

maintenance of such communal knowledge and an effective means for the aggregation of 

multiple and diverse such community knowledge bases into a unified, single project 

devoted to the compilation, synthesis and extension of representations of human 

knowledge about the world. (p. 104) 

 In other words, Wikipedia offers a draft of history that is subjected to continuous 

revision (Rozenzweig, 2006), so it is about unfinished artifacts in a constant process of 

creation and evaluation (Bruns, 2008). The content creation remains always incomplete, since 

it relies on the constant constructive participation of the community (Bruns, 2008). Bruns 

further commented that the government processes in Wikipedia are not related to any form of 

direct democracy. The heterarchy
12

 structure, however, is constantly at risk of transforming 

itself into a more inflexible hierarchy of administrators. In the next subsection, the main 

governance problems are discussed, based on the study of internal forums, external Websites 

concerning Wikipedia, and e-mail interviews with (ex-)Wikipedians and experts. 

 

Governance Problems 
 

The Wikipedia project is premised on values such as transparency, mass collaboration, 

equipotentiality,
13

 holoptism,
14

 heterarchy, communal evaluation, and sharing. However, the 

creation of an allegedly open playing field occasionally entails the prevalence of active and 

organized minorities or individuals over less active members of the community. Group 

polarization is another danger that open, virtual communities, such as Wikipedia, face: 

―Discourse among like-minded people can very quickly lead to group polarization … which 

causes opinions to diverge rather than converge… [so], it is very probable that the strongest 

groups will dominate the common life‖ (Hilbert, 2007, p. 120). Further, according to 

Bauwens (2008), a power structure in Wikipedia has been created that is largely invisible and 

hence vulnerable to the tyranny of structurelessness, as described by Freeman (1970): 

Contrary to what we would like to believe, there is no such thing as a ―structureless‖ 

group. Any group of people of whatever nature coming together for any length of time, 

for any purpose, will inevitably structure itself in some fashion. The structure may be 

flexible, it may vary over time, it may evenly or unevenly distribute tasks, power and 

resources over the members of the group. But it will be formed regardless of the abilities, 

personalities and intentions of the people involved. The very fact that we are individuals 

with different talents, predispositions and backgrounds makes this inevitable. Only if we 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reference_work
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Internet
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alexa_Internet
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/Wikipedia
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikipedia#cite_note-9
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Portmanteau
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wiki
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Website
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hawaiian_language
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/wiki#Hawaiian
http://en.wiktionary.org/wiki/encyclopedia
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refused to relate or interact on any basis whatsoever could we approximate 

―structurelessness‖ and that is not the nature of a human group. (para. 5) 

Freeman‘s argument is that even seemingly structureless groups possess some structure, 

even if it is hidden, that may impose various practices and processes on the rest. An unregistered 

user of Wikipedia who I contacted at random in a forum
15 

cynically commented that Jimmy 

Wales, one of Wikipedia‘s co-founders, created ―the structurelessness of a tyranny‖ (personal 

correspondence, Informant 1, January 2009). Another user observed that Wikipedia lacks 

―functional system architecture‖ and ―functional social contract‖ (personal correspondence, 

Informant 2, January 2009). A user named Yehuldi noted, ―There is a social contract, and most 

users and most admins adhere to it. The fundamental flaw is that there is no way to deal with the 

minority of admins who don’t‖ (personal correspondence, Informant 3, January 2009).  

Wikipedia is constantly at risk of transforming itself into an inflexible, despotic hierarchy, 

while new disputes are emerging about the governance mode of content creation. As the size of 

Wikipedia increases, it becomes continually more difficult for a relatively small group of 

administrators to keep track of everything that happens ―in the far-flung [reaches] of the site‖ 

(Bruns, cited in Kostakis, 2010). Based on my observations (Kostakis, 2010) and discussions, 

coordination problems on interpersonal and interorganizational levels, as well as gaps 

concerning the interests and the identities of the inter-Wikipedia communities, result in 

governance crises (conflicts about participants‘ editing practices, unjustified bans, power abuse 

by administrators, the so-called battle among inclusionists and deletionists, as documented by 

The Economist, 2008, etc.) and threaten the sustainability of the project. Further, the vagueness 

of the distinction between the social and technical powers of the administrators (who sometimes 

take more authoritative roles and increasingly make ―moral‖ decisions about user behavior) 

leads to power accumulation in one section of the community (Forte & Bruckman, 2008). 

According to interviews I conducted with active (ex-)Wikipedians (Kostakis, 2010), a functional 

resolution process for resolving content disputes and an unambiguous community social contract 

model are lacking. Wikipedia may follow certain rules regarding content creation that in many 

cases are mutually inconsistent and conflicting. Thus, administrators who are adept at gaming 

the system can pick and choose among the hodgepodge of rules, ―clobber‖ their adversary, and 

justify a deletion, a block, or a ban. Moreover, another problem to be solved is the balance 

between participation and selection for excellence; in other words, ―how to make sure that truth 

does not become the rule of the majority and that expertise can find its place‖ (Bauwens, cited in 

Kostakis, 2010).  

 

Reflections in Relation to Wikipolitics 
 

The study of the Wikipedia case (Kostakis, 2010) brought to the fore several potential threats 

and problems that on-line, virtual, open communities—including wikipolitics sites—face. In a 

nutshell, the documented dysfunctions and threats are the following: 

 Active and organized minorities may prevail over the uncoordinated majority and 

other individuals, and individuals adept at the function of the platform can adroitly 

handle it and dominate their opponents 

 Group polarization 

 The tyranny of structurelessness with hidden hierarchies 
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 An overload of information that makes it difficult for administrators to keep track of 

everything 

 Coordination problems on interpersonal and interorganizational levels, as well as 

gaps concerning the interests and the identities of the intercommunities, may result 

in governance crises. 

Of course, wikipolitics projects differ from Wikipedia in that, for the moment at least, they 

are not self-governed: Administrators in wikipolitics projects are paid employees that manage 

and maintain each project. The examination of Wikipedia‘s governance problems showed how 

important the presence of a clear and consistent set of rules and principles is, in other words, a 

community social contract
16

 that will reduce the chance of power abuse, protect from the danger 

of corruption provoked by unsavory individuals (or group of individuals), and facilitate selection 

for excellence when needed.  

 

 

CONCLUSION 
 

The aim of the current paper was to contribute to the theory of open source democracy and 

provide an understanding of the nature, the effects, and the potential of the concept of 

wikipolitics for a revitalized democratic discourse. The research issues were approached from 

both a theoretical and a pragmatic perspective. In theory, I demonstrated that, on the one 

hand, modern ICTs offer new ways for humans to produce and organize their economic, 

cultural, and political lives, as the economically advanced world seems to shift towards new 

paradigms that appear less hierarchical and more transparent, based on a participatory ethos. 

On the other hand, the threats and the problems of an open source approach, and 

consequently of wikipolitics, were documented: There is no leapfrog path that can instantly 

transform democracy. Minority prevalence, group polarization, the tyranny of 

structurelessness, information overload, platform manipulation, protection of privacy, an 

unambiguous and clear social community contract enforced by law, a user-friendly 

architecture with natural narrative conversational modes of human interaction, and a change 

in the attitude of some politicians and citizens are only some of the issues and the problems 

that a scrupulous and scientifically designed wikipolitics project must confront.  

 Although open source democracy introduces new forms of democratic practice, it remains 

unclear whether and how they can effectively redefine democracy. Still, fiducial solutions are 

needed for several governance problems that on-line communities face. Moreover, as 

democracy deficits are not merely a technical problem in search of technological solution 

(Varoufakis 2007), change in the attitude of both people and politicians is needed.  To make 

this point clearer, and to end on a more personal note, it might be suitable to quote Carlota 

Perez, the prominent theorist on great surges and techno-economic paradigm shifts, about 

technological utopianism and the efforts Greece has made under George Papandreou to take 

advantage of modern ICTs. In the name of openness and transparency some politicians, who 

seemed at that point to share that vision, thought that if we masquerade the bureaucratic 

elephant (e.g., Greece) as a white horse using a technological veil, then it will run as fast as a 

horse: Looking like a horse, the elephant can easily enter the village, and while villagers are 

admiring its beauty, the short-tempered elephant can launch deadly attacks. What most of the 
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villagers would think is ―How evil these white horses are!‖ and never trust horses again 

(Personal communication, Carlota Perez, 2009). 

 The investigation of the three cases of wikipolitics (Deliberatorium, wikipolitics.gr, and 

Future Melbourne) showed that their empirical results so far seem positive and capable of 

splitting the traditional hierarchical paradigm. In general, all the examined cases showed that 

there are possibilities for large numbers of people to effectively collaborate in the formulation 

and the evaluation of a wide range of ideas regarding the solution of complex problems. We saw 

that some of the theoretical conclusions articulated by the Deliberatorium team had been verified 

by the function of the wikipolitics.gr platform: The three main governance issues to be dealt 

with in an on-line community (attention governance, participation governance, and community 

governance) are vital towards sustaining it. However, the ICTs used in wikipolitics projects have 

to become less artificial and formal and adopt more natural narrative or conversational modes of 

human interaction. Also, they have to be user-friendly so that users can easily and quickly grasp 

and handle them. Some of the discussions echoed Clift‘s (2004) advice that significant barriers 

to successful wikipolitics application are the bureaucratic fears of quantity over quality and the 

scarcity of time faced by citizens. Therefore, well-structured ways for content submission and 

evaluation are needed, something that seemed to happen in the case of Future Melbourne. In 

addition, during our discussion with the wikipolitics.gr team, it was understood that the 

traditional hierarchical modes of organization within political parties and societies, in general, 

arise as an obstacle towards a new, more participatory era for democracy.  

It becomes obvious that the open source approach, which entertains openness and 

cooperation in various fields of human activity, has a long way to go towards rebuilding a 

tolerant, integrated civilization of the modern world. Because ICTs are rapidly evolving, and 

their application and practices are quite recent, reliable empirical data are still rare. Moreover, it 

is considerably difficult to assess the future of democracy. ―Our economic life determines the 

political life‖ a Marxist would say. Peer production, a mode of production based on collaboration 

and communication, rings the bell for the creation of nonmaterial value: Together we have 

everything; together we know everything. Hence, it is up to us—the citizens—to achieve the next 

step towards to the genuinely democratic utopia: Together we decide everything.  

 

 

ENDNOTES 
 

1. The main page of wikipolitics.gr can be found at http://www.wikipolitics.gr/  

2. See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Panhellenic_Socialist_Movement for more info about PASOK. 

3. The main page of Ta Nea is accessible from http://ta-nea.dolnet.gr/  

4. The main page of the Future Melbourne project can be found at 

http://www.futuremelbourne.com.au/wiki/view/FMPlan  

5. The URL to main page of the OLPC initiative is http://laptop.org/en/laptop/software/index.shtml  

6. Background and information on the World Summit on the Information Society Geneva 2003 – Tunnis 

2005 can be found at the following Websites:  

http://www.itu.int/wsis/index.html  

http://www.itu.int/wsis/docs/geneva/official/poa.html 

http://www.itu.int/wsis/docs2/tunis/off/6rev1.html    

7. The discussion can be found at http://blog.p2pfoundation.net/future-melbourne-the-dawning-of-the-age-

of-p2pgovernance/2008/06/06 (retrieved April 30, 2009). Elliot‘s post includes interesting comments by 
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Michel Bauwens (founder of the P2P foundation), Zbigniew Lukasiak (user interface consultant), and 

Dale Bowerman (strategic planner and wiki administrator of the Future Melbourne project). 

8. See the dispute resolution plan at 

http://www.futuremelbourne.com.au/wiki/view/FMPlan/PoliciesAndGuidelines#Dispute_Resolution  

9. Pavlos Hatzopoulos and Thanasis Priftis were interviewed in person in Greek and, thus, their quotes 

have been translated in English by the author. 

10. The Deliberatorium platform can be accessed at http://franc2.mit.edu/ci/login  

11. All of the quotes concerning the Future Melbourne project are derived from an on-line discussion that 

took place at P2P foundation‘s blog in the middle of 2008, as well as on material extracted from the 

project‘s official Web platform. 

12. Peer production projects such as FLOSS or Wikipedia do not operate in strict hierarchies of command and 

control. Rather they operate ―in a much looser [environment] which…allows for the existence of multiple 

teams of participants working simultaneously in a variety of possibly opposing directions‖ (Bruns, 2008, 

p. 26). The ―leadership is determined through the continuous communal evaluation of participants,‖ and 

―through the degree of community merit they are able to build in a process‖ (Bruns, 2008, p. 26). In this 

sense, peer projects‘ heterarchies are not simply adhocracies, but ad hoc meritocracies. 

13. In peer production projects, such as FLOSS or Wikipedia, all participants have an equal ability to 

contribute, although not all the participants have the same skills and abilities, a situation termed 

equipotentiality (Bauwens, 2005a, 2005b).  

14. Holoptism is the ability for any part to know the whole (Deleuze, 2005). In peer production projects, 

holoptism allows participants free access to all information, in contrast with panoptism where 

participants have access on a need-to-know basis only (Bauwens, 2005b). 

15. The conversations with three former Wikipedians contributors (two anonymous and one with the 

username Yehuldi) took place randomly in Wikipedia‘s Review forum in February 2009 at 

http://wikipediareview.com/index.php?showforum=19; see also the interview information provided in 

the Appendix.  

16. Regarding Wikipedia, Barry Kort, a MIT Media Lab scientist and active Wikipedian, said to me in an 

interview, ―The whole Rules and Sanctions paradigm is ill-conceived and should be scrapped in favor 

of a 21st Century Community Social Contract Model consistent with collegial norms of academic and 

scholarly enterprises.‖ 
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APPENDIX 
 

 
Consent for publication has been given by all participants for interviews and conversations 

conducted for this research project: 

 

Bauwens, Michel, interview in February 2009 via e-mail exchange; subsequent Google talk, 

April 2009. 

Bruns, Axel, interview in February 2009 via e-mail, with semi-structured questions.  

C., G., and F. are active (ex)Wikipedian users wishing to keep their anonymity and were 

contacted regarding questions about the problems of Wikipedia‘s governance in February 

2009. The structured interviews took place either via email or via the message tool of the 

website Wikipedia Review at http://wikipediareview.com/ (membership is required). 

Hatzopoulos, Pavlos, interview in April 2009 via e-mail exchange.   

Klein, Mark, interview in February 2009 via e-mail exchange. I had contacted all of the 

initiators of collaboratorium (the former name of Deliberatorium, i.e., Iandoli, Zollo, and 

Klein). They decided that Klein would answer my (semi-structured) questions.   

Kort, Barry, interview in 2009. He received structured questions via email in the beginning of 

February and returned the responses to me in March. 

Priftis, Thanasis and Hatzopoulos, Pavlos, face-to-face interview in Athens, Greece, in 

February 2009. The 90-minute conversation in Greek was recorded and the most 

significant points were translated into English. The interview was semi-structured.  

Yehuldi and two other anonymous Wikipedia users took part in a discussion that took place 

in Wikipedia Review forum, in January 2009. These informants noted within the article. 
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concepts/nodes, we can find again, even if in a more stylized representation, the elements 

corresponding to two different proposals:  

(a) vote1 → 1 → yes → let's → open → everyone  

(b) vote2 → committers → keep → private. 

The content of communication concerned ―who‖ should be allowed to do ―what.‖ The 

options for the who issue were expressed by the concepts Committers and Non-committers, 

while the options available for the issue were Write and Read. Different configurations of 

these elements were formalized initially within a proposal with alternative scenarios to be 

voted on by community members in Thread 1. Because a second voting session (Thread 2) 

took place around the same subject, we expected that some kind of realignment of the 

communicative action would have been proposed. So we double-checked for concrete proof 

of this genre tuning within the content of e-mails. Not surprisingly, we found in the very first 

e-mail within Thread 2 (see Figure 4) a claim for switching to a more structured and linear 

voting session because the previous consensus formation process was too complex for 

univocal interpretation.  

The e-mail in Figure 4 also provides a concrete idea about the flexibility of the vote 

genre in adapting to the situation. In response to the individual points of view that emerged in 

the preceding session, the second voting clarified two points: there is no need to provide 

reasons for the vote, and to simplify the voting, since only full numbers were sought.  

 

 

 

Figure 3.  Consolidated semantic network from e-mail Thread 2. Both links with weigh less than 5 and 

isolate nodes have been recursively removed from the original network to offer a clearer representation. 

Links’ width reflects weights, that is, the frequency of co-occurrence for a dyad of concepts in the thread. 
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Figure 4.   The body of text from the first (in chronological order) e-mail in Thread 2. It should be noted 

that the author of the above message mentions a 78-hours time period instead of the 72-hours that a careful 

reader of this article could have expected. This was a mistake in the original text that we reproduced as is. 

A statement resetting the timing to a 72-hours time window followed later in the e-mail discussion. 

 

 

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
 

The Apache Way as a system of coordination and governance practices based on shared 

values (an institution) inspired the worldwide OSS community in the past and still continues 

to provide an example for many new OSS projects. It structures distributed decision making 

and coordination through enacting several communication genres (e.g., vote, bug, cvs, 

proposal, etc.). In the Results section, we detailed some aspects relative to the use of the vote 

genre. In particular, we showed the interaction between the vote communication genre and 

collective mental models (represented as CSNs) as activating alternative scenarios within the 

developers’ collective mind. One contribution of this paper is the understanding of dialogic 

forms of coordination as enabled by the use of communication practices. We have seen that 

collective decision making with e-mail voting systems entails two main steps: consensus 

creation and voting. Voting is not mandatory but it saves time when consensus cannot be 

reached by simple discussion. These two communicative actions could be contextual or 

sequential. Moreover, as we have seen in the case of the double poll, even the most 

consolidated practices can be varied according to the situation.  

 These facts make us consider the important differences existing between compliance to 

formal rules and the use of communication genres as alternative coordination tools. Even if 
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the setting of our study was specific (OSS development), the results identified could be of 

interest in the more general research on coordination practices. The core principles of 

practices are not a set of conscious, constant rules, but rather practical schemes, often opaque 

to their possessors, and vary according to the logic of situation (Bourdieu, 1990). Faraj and 

Xiao (2006) suggested that, in complex knowledge and fast changing environments, the ―lens 

of practice‖ is more suitable to understanding coordination than traditional contingent 

approaches. When work situations are characterized by novelty, unpredictability, and ever-

changing combinations of actors, tasks, and resources, it could be very complicated to specify 

ex ante systems of routines and formalized plans of action (Faraj & Xiao, 2006).  

In such contexts, then, the concept of trajectories (Strauss, 1993), the sequences of 

actions toward a goal, could better emphasize the interplay between the contingencies and 

interactions among actors. Trajectories better allow a consideration of eventual deviations 

within the course of action from the desired objective. In those scenarios, decisional 

processes deal more with the situation rather than with formal organizational arrangements. 

Mische and White (1998) proposed the concept of conversation as a discursive form in which 

the story does not lend itself to a precise final, and the concept of situation as regarding the 

possibility of an unexpected or problematic final (which, in our case, was the absence of a 

clear policy for community management). In summary, it seems to us that communication 

practices provide a perfect lens for looking at coordination in a concrete way. Moreover, the 

usefulness of such a lens is increased by the progressive affirmation of dialogic–cooperative 

forms of coordination enabled by new Internet technologies.     

 A second contribution of this paper is the network representation (i.e., the CSN) of 

shared understandings. This analytic tool allowed us to show the reduction of cognitive 

complexity underlined in collective decision making and coming from the re-orientation of 

communication genres in use. We have seen how this worked in practice in our case study. If 

the first thread resulted in a more complex and fuzzy outcome because it was more focused 

on consensus formation, the second thread effectively reset the situation toward a final 

decision. This result contributes to recent literature on communication genres and 

communication management. For example, Luckmann (2009) stated that communicative 

genres may be defined by their function as models for the solution of specifically 

communicative problems of social life. 

 

 

ENDNOTES 
 

1.  The bazaar metaphor entails a distributed-production system, involving a large number of developers 

and characterized by (a) the absence of a centralized decision-making unit defining the ex-ante direction 

of development of the software code; (b) parallel design and debugging; (c) the integration of users into 

the production of software code; (d) self-selection of programmers (volunteering) for the tasks that best 

match their abilities. The cathedral metaphor entails an opposite approach. Here software development is 

compared to a cathedral-building process carefully crafted by individual wizards or small bands of mages 

working in splendid isolation, with no beta to be released before its time. 

2. The most recent Netcraft survey and its archives are publically available at  

http://news.netcraft.com/archives/2011/04/06/april-2011-web-server-survey.html  

3. Find Apache community-building guidelines at http://incubator.apache.org/guides/community.html 

http://news.netcraft.com/archives/2011/04/06/april-2011-web-server-survey.html
http://incubator.apache.org/guides/community.html
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4. The Apache community list is available at http://mail-archives.apache.org/mod_mbox/www-

community/ 

5. For parsing texts and creating semantic networks, we used AUTOMAP. For semantic network analysis 

procedures, we used the software ORA. Both tools are available at http://www.casos.cs.cmu.edu/ for free 

use, with conditions.  

6. For example, a window of size 2 sliding over the text ―John writes code‖ produces the two distinct 

associations ―John → writes‖ and ―writes → code.‖ 

7. Of course, the larger the window, the more noise is captured in terms of nonmeaningful inferred 

relations. On the other hand, if the window is set too small, important semantic relations are not captured. 

See Carley (1997) for more details on windowing/proximity procedures. 

8. A concept is considered as scoring high in a given measure when its value for that measure is one 

standard deviation over the mean of the corresponding distribution across all the 155 networks in the 

sample. 

9. A more detailed explanation on semantic complexity is given in the Appendix. 
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APPENDIX 
 
This appendix shows in major detail how the implementation of a strict communication genre 

(i.e., voting) could reduce the complexity of meaning structures underlined in discourse. As 

discussed on p. 34, conversation (as a low-structured dialogic practice) is a good way to 

express diverse opinions. At the same time, it could be very difficult to make effective and 

efficient decisions relying just on conversational practices. We expected that shifting from a 

conversation to a voting session could be a solution for collective decision making because it 

reduces discussion complexity. In terms of semantic networks, we could formulate that as the 

simplification of a high number of almost randomly interrelated concepts into a smaller 

number of more structured ones. 

In Table A1 we report some structural indicators of overall complexity for consolidated 

semantic networks representing both Thread 1 (left column) and Thread 2 (right column). 

Indicators are computed first on the ―original‖ consolidated networks (a) that consider all of 

the existing concepts, and then on the ―reduced‖ networks (b) that consider the same 

networks after removing links with weight less than 2 (concepts that co-occurred less than 

twice across all e-mails within the same thread). Figures A1 and A2, below, graphically 

illustrate the effects of such reduction over semantic networks.  

 

Table A1. Structural Indicators of Overall Complexity for Consolidated Networks. 

 Thread 1  Thread 2 

Measure Original (a) Reduced (b)  Original (a) Reduced (b) 

Node count 360 345  306 61 

Link count 1639 887  631 72 

Density 0.013 0.008  0.007 0.020 

Characteristic path length 3.813 5.086  6.296 5.296 

Clustering coefficient 0.076 0.047  0.048 0.034 

Network levels (diameter) 14 17  17 12 

Degree centralization 0.076 0.050  0.089 0.057 

Betweenness centralization 0.102 0.161  0.237 0.117 

Closeness centralization 0.237 0.019  0.038 0.025 

 

 In comparing the original networks (Figure A1, where t represents the respective thread), 

we see that Thread 1 (a) is more complex than Thread 2 (b) in terms of concepts/nodes, 360 

(t1) versus 306 (t2), and number of ties, 1,639 (t1) versus 631 (t2). Moreover, when 

observing the reduced networks (Figure A2), this difference is accentuated dramatically. In 

fact, when the data undergoes a reduction process, Thread 1 (a) has 345 nodes and 887 ties, 

while Thread 2 (b) has 61 nodes and 72 ties. So when we did not consider concepts with a 

very low co-occurrence frequency across all of the e-mails (which are more likely to be 

―noise‖), we see that the number of nodes just slightly decreases in Thread 1 (-4.2%), but 

dramatically fall in Thread 2 (-80.1%). In a similar direction, the links in Thread 1 decrease 

almost by half of the total (-45%), whereas the links in Thread 2 decrease by almost as twice 

that (-88.6%). 
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 (a) t1, original  (b) t2, original 

  

Figure A1. Original consolidated semantic networks (before link/node reduction). The network on the left 

(a) refers to the content of Thread 1. The network on the right (b) refers to the content of Thread 2. Isolated 

nodes are not displayed for the sake of clarity.  

 

 

(a) t1, reduction (b) t2, reduction 

  

Figure A2. Reduced consolidated semantic networks (after link/node reduction). The network on the 

left (a) refers to the content of Thread 1. The network on the right (b) refers to the content of Thread 2. 

Isolated nodes are recursively hidden for the sake of clarity. 
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