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and beyond. It is widely accepted that the underlying source of such value is the collective flow of knowl-
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Introduction
In the past two decades, a range of new information
and communication technologies, broadly character-
ized as Web 2.0, have fundamentally altered the nature
of community building, collaboration, and organiz-
ing in economic and social life. An online community
(OC) brings together large numbers of geographically
dispersed individuals in support of an activity, inter-
est or identity. They are the scene of novel forms of
organizing for innovation and knowledge creation,
leading to increased scrutiny and participation by
organizations of all types, including firms, nonprofits,
governments, and spontaneously formed groups. As
OCs have grown in number and membership, so has
academic interest in their nature, organization, gover-
nance, processes, and what motivates people to con-
tribute knowledge and sustain communities made up
primarily of online strangers.

If OCs represent new forms of organizing (Fjeldstad
et al. 2012, Fulk and DeSanctis 1995, Zammuto et al.
2007), there is a need to research them as complex set-
tings where serious work gets done and effective col-
laboration at a hitherto unseen scale can emerge. OCs
are the scene of wide-ranging efforts in knowledge cre-
ation, extending into product, service or process inno-

vation (Blohm et al. 2016, Haefliger et al. 2011, Holm-
ström and Henfridsson 2006). They are increasingly
seen as sites for unconventional knowledge collabora-
tion and innovation (Faraj et al. 2011, Majchrzak and
Malhotra 2016, Yan and Tan 2014). They exist along-
side, but frequently break through the boundaries of,
traditional organizations and open lateral streams of
rapid, unfettered knowledge flows (von Krogh 2012).
Their output and production process are often recog-
nized as radical innovations with far-reaching impli-
cations for economy and society (Harhoff and Lakhani
2016). Yet, the OC phenomenon is outpacing the speed
with which we conduct our scholarly inquiry. At this
advanced stage of technological and social develop-
ment, surprisingly little is known about OCs and
how they create value in a range of fields such as
open innovation, health support, rare diseases treat-
ment, human genomics research, knowledge remixing,
eScience, citizen science, composing, authoring, and
crowdsourcing.

A key challenge for research on OC and other
digitally enabled new organizational forms is to
understand the sources of the value creation that
undergirds their raison d’être (Amit and Zott 2001,
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Haefliger et al. 2011). Value creation is a fundamen-
tal concept that encompasses the economic value from
products and services as well as the use value as
perceived by participants themselves (Bowman and
Ambrosini 2000, Lepak et al. 2007). While OCs cer-
tainly play an extensive role in augmenting the eco-
nomic value in transacting products and services, such
value creation presupposes an active and vibrant OC
with engaged participants (Barrett et al. 2016, Bauer
et al. 2016). An emergent and related question is
whether OCs are essentially novel as forms of orga-
nizing or are just variations on classical organizational
forms and thus can be analyzed through a traditional
lens of task decomposition, coordination, and con-
trol via information flows (see Puranam et al. 2014).
Nonetheless, there is a growing consensus to view OCs
as network forms of organizing or peer production
spaces (Benkler 2006) that differ from markets or tradi-
tional hierarchies in creating value.

We conjecture that OCs create value for their
participants by embedding them in the process of
establishing, nurturing, and shaping spaces for knowl-
edge flows. Thus, we emphasize subjective use value,
defined by participants in relation to how useful they
find the OC as a source of knowing. We will argue
that the “secret” of how to create use value is found
in the sociality of OCs. In so doing, we consider OCs
as fluid organizational forms that are effective for sus-
taining knowledge collaboration, leading to innova-
tion and other value creating activities, and requiring
new forms of governance (Faraj et al. 2011, O’Mahony
and Ferraro 2007, O’Mahony and Lakhani 2011, Shah
2006, von Krogh and von Hippel 2006). To more clearly
emphasize OCs as sites of knowledge creation, we offer
the following definition: OCs are collective spaces of
knowledge flows characterized by a continuous mor-
phing and are mutually constituted by digital tech-
nologies and participants. Such a definition moves
away from the mainly social realm of information
sharing and making and sustaining social ties, and
work that posits OCs as vehicles for pure economic
value creation. It suggests that OCs are not merely
social communities or automatically generated by digi-
tal technologies, but rather that they emerge when par-
ticipants focus their interactions on sustaining knowl-
edge flows. Space may appear to be an unconventional
notion, but we use it here to underscore the collective
nature and the fluid topology in which social prac-
tices of interest emerge. Thus, space is a digital realm
in which participants choose to dwell and engage in
online activities.

Our goal in the remainder of this paper is to establish
how OCs provide a generative landscape to sustain
collaborative relations on a hitherto unknown scale
and offer novel opportunities to create knowledge and
value. Our main theoretical conjecture is that OCs can

be spaces for tacit knowledge flows among partici-
pants, which is to say that OCs allow participants
to share hard-to-codify knowledge such as compe-
tence and experience, which are typically transferred
via observation and imitation rather than writing or
speech, even in the absence of shared physical space.
Unconventional as this theorizing may appear to orga-
nizational scholars, even those with a strong interest in
technology, we think it is warranted by the ease with
which participants today socialize by enrolling digi-
tal technologies, and a trend to “domesticate” novel
technologies—making them a natural part of every-
day life.

Current Perspectives on
Online Communities
Taking stock of OC research in the information sys-
tems (IS) field is necessary for four reasons. First, exist-
ing IS research on OCs has primarily focused on why
people participate in OCs. The analysis level has often
been the individual and their cognitive processes as
they come face-to-face with the phenomena of OC.
A number of explanations have been offered includ-
ing various dimensions of extrinsic and intrinsic moti-
vations, utilitarian and reputational reasons, commit-
ment drivers, and identity aspects (Bateman et al. 2011,
Kankanhalli et al. 2005, Ma and Agarwal 2007, Ren
et al. 2012).

Second, much less is known about the activities of
members, the inner workings of communities, or the
processes and technologies that support them. Many
OCs are sustained by the work of a small group of ded-
icated members that form a core that contributes con-
tent and protects the boundary of the community, with
a much larger group of individuals lurking or sporad-
ically contributing information (Butler et al. 2007, von
Krogh et al. 2003). Recent lines of inquiry have empha-
sized the social capital and social practice aspect of
community engagement (von Krogh et al. 2012, Wasko
and Faraj 2005).

Third, research on OCs has become increasingly
reliant on large data sets and analysis of informa-
tion and other resource flows. Invariably, research of
this type favors an overly structural perspective where
actors and actions are represented by network position,
frequencies of ties or inference from linked others (for
an excellent review, see Sundararajan et al. 2013). Yet,
a strictly structural perspective may not reveal the full
dynamics of OC with its multiple layers of actors and
activities. It may well describe the information that is
being shared and created in an OC, but falls short of
revealing the antecedents and trajectories that explain
why the content emerged in the first place.

Finally, OC research may be confounded by the phe-
nomena of digital platforms as well as by the growth
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of social media. For all these reasons, it is time to take
stock in OC research and offer some convergent sug-
gestions as to how research on them may proceed in
the future. Whether it is in open source, open innova-
tion, open science, customer communities or user com-
munities, much attention has focused on why people
engage with and participate in these OCs where they
typically do not know the other participants.

Given the importance of contribution behavior, re-
searchers have extensively studied the motivational
factors that lead to user OC participation (e.g.,
Lakhani and von Hippel 2003, Markus et al. 2000,
Nambisan and Baron 2010, Ray et al. 2014, Stewart
and Gosain 2006, von Krogh and von Hippel 2006,
Wasko and Faraj 2005). Scholars have identified a
diverse set of factors that drive contribution be-
havior ranging from economically-driven extrinsic
motives to psychologically-based intrinsic motives and
sociologically-driven pro-social motives. Whether the
attachment is focused on the group and what it sym-
bolizes or the attachment is due to a bond formed
with specific members can affect commitment to the
OC (Ren et al. 2007). Specifically, psychological iden-
tification with the OC has been found to be a key
driver of contribution behavior (Hertel et al. 2003,
Ma and Agarwal 2007, Spaeth et al. 2015) with some
OCs sustained by ideologically committed individu-
als (Stewart and Gosain 2006) or, at the least, affec-
tively committed participants (Bateman et al. 2011).
Some members were driven by the opportunity to
learn (Lakhani and Wolf 2005), the joy of helping oth-
ers (e.g., Kankanhalli et al. 2005), a strong sense of
community belonging (Blanchard and Markus 2004,
Hertel et al. 2003, Shah 2006), self-efficacy goals (Ray
et al. 2014) or wanting to build a reputation among
peers or generate career signals (e.g., Hann et al. 2013,
Lerner and Tirole 2002). While it was long believed that
pecuniary (extrinsic) rewards offered could inevitably
“crowd out” the efforts of pro-socially or intrinsi-
cally motivated individuals (Osterloh and Rota 2007),
studies showed that extrinsic and intrinsic motiva-
tion frequently interact to produce even more effort
by participants than intrinsic motives alone (Lakhani
and Wolf 2005, von Krogh et al. 2012). In summary,
research on OC has concluded that participants in
OCs are driven by varied and complex sets of intrin-
sic, pro-social, and extrinsic motivations that impact
decisions to participate, levels of effort, and continued
engagement.

Other drivers of participation relate to the social
factors that may affect OC dynamics and knowledge
contribution. It is often assumed that OC participants
aim to be recognized as experts by socially meaningful
others—especially when the contributed knowledge is
visible for all to see. Participants in OCs often have
ties with many online participants and are conscious

of the benefits that network position can bring in terms
of enhanced expertise and reputation (Dahlander and
Frederiksen 2012). In their study of an immigration
lawyers’ community, Wasko and Faraj (2005) found
that participants were embedded in the social struc-
ture of their community and that social capital build-
ing goals played a major role in their behavior online.
Analyzing the contributions and values of open source
developers, von Krogh et al. (2012) found that par-
ticipants identified with the open source ethos, val-
ues, and practices. Such identification leads to a set
of expectations and obligations to release code on
time, strive for excellence, and sustain the community.
Overall, a sense of embeddedness in an OC’s social
practice may increase knowledge sharing with and/or
assistance to less expert others (e.g., Lakhani and von
Hippel 2003).

Thus, repeated interactions, contributions, and ex-
changes can lead to the emergence of a social struc-
ture akin to that of a community of practice. Recently,
Levina and Arriaga (2014) have argued that OCs can
be conceived as social fields with positions of power
due to network position such that a graduated status
hierarchy is at play. Like other fields of social produc-
tion, OC members seek to acquire measures of distinc-
tion by taking on various roles or contributing strate-
gically. Such framing builds on ideas of social practices
and social fields that are common in the sociology of
knowledge production (e.g., Bourdieu 1977), and is in
line with views of OCs as dynamic spaces of collabo-
ration. OCs are characterized by a fluidity in terms of
organizational form, boundaries, norms, participation,
technology, and foci (Faraj et al. 2011). This fluidity
can be generative and allow the OC to be an attractor
via the efforts of its committed members, the passion
its focus generates, and the roles available for the tak-
ing, or more precisely, for the making. Compared to
traditional forms of organizing, OCs are both highly
social and continuously changing forms of organiz-
ing. How does organizing characterized by continuous
morphing and open boundaries evolve a capacity to
create knowledge and value? Answering this question
requires that we may need to leave some established
conceptions of OCs behind.

WhatOnline Communities
Are andAreNot
To date, there is no single agreed upon definition of
communities, let alone OCs (Brint 2001, O’Mahony
and Lakhani 2011). Traditional definitions of commu-
nity recognize a dual nature for the term: either as
a space that binds individuals to a geographic locale
or alternatively as an attractor built on a common-
ality of bonds, desires, shared features, or common
interests (see Minar and Greer 1969). These twin def-
initional metaphors of a locale and commonality are
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reflected in two commonly accepted definitions of OC.
Kraut and Resnick prefer the imagery of a place when
they define OC as a “virtual space where people come
together with others to converse, exchange informa-
tion or other resources, learn, play, or just be with each
other” (Kraut and Resnick 2012, p. 1). Others have
preferred to emphasize the convergent commonality
of shared experience, condition, goal, and conviction
that creates a common interest in the collective welfare
(Sproull and Arriaga 2007).

A common limitation of research involving online
interactions is the conflation between the enabling
technologies known as social media with the more
social phenomena of the OC. Social media is the set of
technologies that are designed to facilitate new forms
of social connectivity that are traceable and transparent
(e.g., Majchrzak et al. 2013, Treem and Leonardi 2012).
The OC may rely on social media but is not solely con-
stituted by it. Social media can support communities
and their interactions, and facilitate community emer-
gence. However, the main focus of social media is on
individual networks and the ties users have built up.
For example, no two individuals on Facebook, Twitter
or LinkedIn have the same set of ties: each individual
has a different network and connections.1 These same
individuals have some control over who is part of their
network. They can, on their own, decide to “unfriend”
or “unfollow” someone, thus rapidly reshaping their
network. In OCs, it is much more difficult for one indi-
vidual to ban or exclude another. Banning participants
would typically require decisions by the collective or
a group of representatives (e.g., Wikipedia). Thus, a
community would be governed by broader social and
collective action considerations compared to individ-
ual networks.

A second conflation is the reduction of OCs to the
underlying digital platform. It has not escaped orga-
nizational researchers, especially those from the IS
field, that digital platforms offer a unique set of capa-
bilities to match participants (primarily organizations
and individuals) via platform facilitated connectivi-
ties (Gawer 2009, Tiwana et al. 2010). Digital platforms
create economic value through the network effects
brought about by a large number of participants (buy-
ers/sellers, producers/consumers) that find the plat-
form useful to engage with and accommodating to
their transaction needs (see also Evans et al. 2006, Hann
et al. 2016, Parker and van Alstyne 2005). Because
platforms are digital in nature, they take advantage
of Application Programming Interfaces (APIs), modu-
larity, scalability, and malleability to offer responsive
functionality to host a diverse user population. Thus,

1 Of course, both Facebook and LinkedIn offer group functionality
for their users. However, individual features dwarf group features
and governance of those group features is still tied to an individual.

digital platforms connect large populations of interact-
ing users and offer tools to facilitate knowledge recom-
bination leading to unexpected and novel knowledge
generation. As a result, digital platforms have been
described as inherently generative because their value
emerges from the interplay between the possibilities
for action offered by the underlying technology and
the evolving needs of the participants (Boudreau and
Lakhani 2009, Lyytinen et al. 2016, Yoo et al. 2012,
Zittrain 2008).

We suggest that attributing the label of generativity
to digital platforms may conceal the importance of the
presence of a vibrant OC, and potentially overlook the
necessary conditions for an OC, which are participant
behavior and social interactions. At its extreme, the
same platform in terms of features will or will not be
generative—create subjective use value—dependent
on the actions of participants (see Kohler et al. 2011,
Lindberg et al. 2016). Just like social media, digital
platforms may become homes of vibrant social inter-
actions that are at the core of the value created. Thus, a
more comprehensive approach through the lens of OCs
requires equal attention to be paid to both the social
aspect as well as the technology shaping the innovation
and participation. Neither platform nor social media
are generative in themselves, but are mutually consti-
tuted with the sociality evolving on them. In the next
section, we explain how OCs are uniquely character-
ized by an extended sociality that can sustain tradi-
tional and novel knowledge flows among participants.

The Evolving Sociality of
Online Communities
Because OCs rely on digitally enabled communication
among a distributed set of participants, their “nar-
rower means” of communication is often compared
to the gold standard of traditional, face-to-face inter-
actions. This regularly leads to observations that vir-
tual interactions fail to mimic fully face-to-face—for
instance, it is difficult to observe or comprehend sub-
stitutes for body language, emotions or gestures (e.g.,
Olson et al. 2002). Yet, rather than focusing on what
gets lost in virtual interactions compared to face-to-
face, there are rich and interesting forms of sociality
and community formation emerging in OCs, comple-
mentary to those in offline settings. It is, we find, more
rewarding to understand the surprising width and
depth of sociality unfolding in OCs than to focus on
what they fail to accomplish. Sociality, or the tendency
of people to seek related others, build social ties, and
organically assemble, emerges as a defining aspect of
the OC space.

Indeed, the very notion of an “online” community
suggests a clear separation from ordinary “offline,”
physical communities. This separation reflects a di-
chotomy that is increasingly difficult to uphold as an
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ever-increasing percentage of the population are dig-
ital natives having only known a life where “online”
is at hand. We are witnessing a large-scale naturaliza-
tion of the abilities and affordances of OCs to forge
novel types of collaboration and sustain new modes of
sociality. OCs are accordingly subject to what cultural
theorists have dubbed “domestication,” i.e., the grad-
ual taming or taken-for-grantedness of new technology
(Cummings and Kraut 2002, Hirsch and Silverstone
2003). Domestication is an effective term for captur-
ing humanity’s taken-for-granted coexistence with and
codependence on technological artifacts. Thus, with
increasing domestication, “instead of ‘using’ technol-
ogy, we should look at ways to explore how we live
with technology” (Monteiro 1998, p. 249). For a rapidly
growing portion of the world’s population, there is
a gradual dissolving of the on/offline distinction in
many areas of activity, and an increasingly seamless
life with the emerging possibilities of online sociality.
As a result, digital technologies become increasingly
adapted and appropriated in ways that are in line with
social needs and preferences.

In turn, this domestication of the technological arti-
facts used in sustaining online social life lead to an
increased transfer of social relations to the online set-
ting. Today, OCs sustain novel types of sociality that
enable the collection, integration, and remix of knowl-
edge in potentially more effective ways than many tra-
ditional organizations. Crucially, online sociality has
aspects that assist collective endeavors and collective
action such as locating gatherings of interest, connect-
ing with groupings of similar relevant others, and
enabling easy community formation and generative
engagement with others on a global scale (see Zittrain
2008). As OCs are increasingly easy to connect to,
engage with, and support the collaboration of the
many, online sociality has positive and unique organiz-
ing affordances with regards to knowledge creation.
We specifically focus on three of them: fluidity in mem-
bership, swift trust, and an epistemic orientation.

First, membership fluidity recognizes the fundamen-
tal characteristic of OCs as a changing form of orga-
nizing, morphing while retaining their recognizable
form (de Laet and Mol 2000, Faraj et al. 2011, Law
2002). Compared to traditional forms of organizing,
OC boundaries are less clearly established. In OCs, it
is challenging to determine who is a member of the
community and who is not. Some individuals may
lurk invisibly for long periods while others promptly
move to the core (Phang et al. 2015, von Krogh et al.
2003). Barriers to entry and exit are relatively low on
the periphery of the OC, allowing an ebb and flow in
terms of participants. Fluidity is advantageous because
porous boundaries, flows of participants, norms in the
making, visible interactions, and evolving task or top-
ical foci can lead to a greater inflow of resources (Faraj

et al. 2011). Fluid membership can also act as a power-
ful attractor. It allows participation by a mix of people
who are driven by a diverse range of motivations, some
of whom work on their own free time while others as
part of their corporate work responsibility. This easy
and flexible form of participation can yield a number
of unique advantages for knowledge creation.

Within traditional organizations, employment con-
tracts govern members’ expected knowledge shar-
ing and creation. What each individual contributes
and integrates into the “knowledge pot” serves some
higher-level organizational goal, such as efficiency or
innovation (Felin and Hesterly 2007). Within the con-
text of any hierarchical organization (e.g., firm) em-
ployees thus face binding constraints in terms of what
decisions they can make and what activities they can
participate in. They are incented to stay focused on
task and roles defined within the organization hierar-
chy, and to contribute within the confines of existing
governance channels. Firms often struggle to strike the
right balance between various incentives that motivate
individuals’ to share their (tacit) knowledge and cre-
ate entirely new insights and ideas (e.g., Osterloh and
Frey 2000). This is why some organizations recognize
the impediment of organizational structure and for-
mal roles on knowledge sharing and seek to offer fea-
tures resembling a social community where members
contribute to mutual learning (see Brown and Duguid
1991, Kogut and Zander 1992).

By contrast, in OCs, the limitations of formal roles,
organizational hierarchy, and intellectual property
concerns dissolve. Tasks tend to be self-designed by
participants rather than by an external authority. A het-
erogeneous populace unbound by rigid organizational
norms joins willingly and seemingly effortlessly to
share a practice, build a solution or just deepen their
knowledge on a topic. The apparent freedom from
organizational constraints enables some to take on
tasks and roles in an OC that would be difficult to
achieve in a “real” organization. The open structure
of OCs allows participants to create roles for them-
selves either as subject matter experts or as organizers
of collective efforts (Zhang et al. 2013). OCs in effect
become driven by participants’ skills and interests, and
can form easily and rapidly as soon as a critical mass
of motivated participants comes together. Thus self-
selection by participants with diverse motivation and
their ability to select role, task, and effort is a key
enabler (Lakhani 2016) of OC fluidity. Conversely, the
OC participants can migrate en masse and leave a plat-
form that has been perceived to slight them as was
recently the case with a migration from Digg to Reddit
(Tassi 2012).

Second, a facilitating aspect of OCs is the ease with
which a rapid form of trust—labeled swift trust—can
form in online contexts (Jarvenpaa and Leidner 1998).
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While technology mediated communication has limits
on what social information can be shared (see Walther
2007), trust in teams and groups does seem to develop
online in spite of the lack of physical copresence (Alavi
and Leidner 2001). One reason for trust development
may have to do with the number of like-minded others
available for supporting the shared enterprise or the
goal of the community. Primarily due to the anytime-
anywhere access, OCs attract orders of magnitude
more participants than any face-to-face counterpart.
Another reason may be the freedom from the hinder-
ing effect of local organizational controls and hierar-
chy. Swift trust may evolve into a form of sociality, in
the sense of rapidly engaging into social interactions
and collective action, and appears to come fairly easily
for digital natives. With the availability of digital plat-
forms that can be utilized to sustain a community, it is
relatively easy to gather a large group of participants
in a community characterized by a flat organizational
structure.2 A swift form of sociality seems to take hold
based on repeat interactions, shared goals and passion,
and belonging.

Third, the most important factor behind the vibrancy
of OCs is their nature as epistemic communities that
support some form of social practice. Beyond the
socialization bond (Ren et al. 2007), OCs do best
when they are focused on developing and sustain-
ing a social practice. This mutual engagement is what
gives the OC its coherence and focus. Many commu-
nities are about some complex topic or developing
some hard to excel at competencies. Members hold
each other mutually accountable for the knowledge
being produced. Like in any organizational setting,
they engage in dialogue with the aim of validating
knowledge, setting contextual conditions, and deep-
ening shades of distinctions (e.g., Dejean and Jullien
2015, Tsoukas 2009, Wenger 1998). Thus, through these
social yet knowledge-focused interactions, a regime
of mutual accountability develops. The espoused goal
is to converge on an accepted repertoire of “justified
true beliefs” or a “ways of doing.” Yet, the hetero-
geneity of participation, the ever-changing mix of top-
ics, questions, and expertise all lead to a continuous
knowledge mixing and communal engagement. Much
learning does take place as newcomers find ways to
engage with more expert participants. Through ques-
tions, refinements, and discursive challenges, mean-
ings get continually negotiated, shades of differences
clarified, and flows of knowledge accelerated. Through
repeated interactions, community members gradually
assume the community identity, become connected

2 One form of participation is via the use of anonymous identity
that buffers a “real” world identity and frees the user from the
confines of titles, organizational membership, and the constraints
of representing one’s employer (Ross 2007).

through a history of interactions, develop a specialized
language, assume certain boundary roles and coor-
dinative positions, and come to naturally view their
engagement in the social practice as requiring the train-
ing of new members. As a result, OCs can be sites for
participant engagement, not merely of the kind seen on
the much heralded face-to-face communities of prac-
tice, but also offering extended knowledge production
of a new kind (see von Krogh et al. 2003). Such a devel-
opment has implications for a theory of knowledge
creation which we explore further in the next section.

Knowledge CreationOnline
In this section we will argue that OCs enable effec-
tive and efficient knowledge creation. We build on
past work on organizational knowledge creation (e.g.,
Nonaka 1994), and contend that systematic knowl-
edge creation is a process of participants contributing
and augmenting elements of knowledge, crystalliz-
ing and connecting these to the OCs evolving col-
lective knowledge (Nonaka and von Krogh 2009).3

New knowledge creation, an essentially creative pro-
cess, is often depicted as the interplay between the
individual’s internalization of explicit knowledge,
externalization or codification of tacit knowledge,
socialization around tacit knowledge, and combina-
tion of explicit knowledge (Alavi and Leidner 2001,
Nonaka 1994, Nonaka and von Krogh 2009). In the
past, many scholars have elected to focus on recom-
bination as the dominant mechanism of value cre-
ation (Almeida and Phene 2004, Fleming 2001, Gruber
et al. 2013, Kogut and Zander 1992), and innovation is
often thought to originate in unprecedented combina-
tions of ideas, technologies or organizational routines
(e.g., Nelson and Winter 1982).

Clearly, OCs are ideal for facilitating the flow of ex-
plicit knowledge across time and space (Chiu et al.
2006), which makes them particularly amenable to
knowledge recombination (Nonaka and Konno 1998).
Yet, we think additional, richer knowledge creation
processes can emerge in OCs, which create exceptional
value for participants and keep them highly engaged
(see Faraj et al. 2011). Based on the increasing social-
ity of OCs described in previous sections, we stipu-
late that OCs are increasingly sustaining an expanding
flow of tacit knowledge among participants.4 These

3 The definition recognizes that not all knowledge on OCs is that
of the participants, but that a significant portion of what the OC
contains is codified knowledge, such as software code, documents,
manuals, and other sources of information.
4 Early work offers preliminary support for this conjecture. In the
context of traditional organizations with face-to-face interactions,
studies have shown how technology may mediate the sharing of
tacit knowledge between members with interrelated tasks (Vaccaro
et al. 2009, Alavi and Leidner 2001, von Krogh 2012).
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Figure 1 How Online Knowledge Creation Is Affected by Increased
Sociality

Tacit

Tacit Explicit

Explicit

Combination

Socialization ExternalizationFrom

To

Internalization

Source. Adapted from Nonaka (1994, p. 19).

knowledge contributions extend beyond participants’
personal contributions, learning, and interactions and
are reliant on the community’s enriched sociality and
facilitated by technological tools for information rep-
resentation and collaboration.

All knowledge that involves humans has an under-
lying tacit component (Grene 1977), although not all
knowledge necessitates human presence (Nonaka and
von Krogh 2009). Thus, for practical purposes schol-
ars often focus on either the explicit (e.g., patents) or
tacit (e.g., craft) ends of a knowledge continuum. While
expedient in many research settings, a static focus on
these extremes may miss out on some of the dynamic
flow along the continuum, which after all is how new
knowledge originates. Such flows can be rapid and
effortless as when we solicit some practical advice from
a friend on how to book a nearby tennis court, or it can
be slow and elaborate as when we watch an instruc-
tor play a game and next try to imitate some first hits
with the racket. Below we argue how OCs nurture a
myriad of knowledge flows that in their totality gener-
ate new knowledge and create value. Figure 1 presents
a graphical representation of how sociality-induced
online knowledge flows are extending the possibilities
of online knowledge creation.

Explicit→ Explicit
OCs are germane to a combination of input knowl-
edge in a codified form (Nonaka 1994). On OCs
such flows display four distinct features. First, par-
ticipants contribute individual knowledge elements,
retrieve available elements (e.g., previous posts, FAQ
documents) from the OC’s knowledge system, and
recombine them to fit their own immediate needs
(Fleming 2001). OCs make such explicit-explicit flows
instantaneous and efficient, and their provision and

augmentation occurs independently of the time and
place of the original elements creation. For example,
in open source software development, participants
often find it valuable to mix what they are currently
working on, their own software, with modules devel-
oped within the collective at earlier points in time
(e.g., Lakhani and von Hippel 2003).

Second, when crystallizing and connecting individ-
ual elements to the evolving knowledge system, most
OCs offer search functionality that provide partici-
pants with efficient ways to find relevant elements or
other individuals of interest. The available reposito-
ries, media, and platforms make the sharing of new
combinations nearly costless. Limited cost of sharing
in turn fosters frugality in knowledge creation, by facil-
itating extensive reuse of existing knowledge elements
(Haefliger et al. 2008).

Third, as was argued in the previous section, many
OCs display open boundaries and fluid member-
ship. Compared with more restrictive offline settings,
OCs gain substantial advantages from the number of
engaged participants and the diversity of their back-
ground, interest, and expertise. OCs also broaden the
range of challenges that can be addressed in conversa-
tions, and preserve these exchanges for long periods of
time. The amalgamation of input knowledge, its imme-
diate capture and augmentation, exposes OC partici-
pants to extensive and unpredictable explicit-explicit
flows. Such expanding and unpredictable flows may
explain why OCs often display a capacity for radical—
not merely incremental—innovation (see Bogers et al.
2010, Bonaccorsi et al. 2006, Osterloh and Rota 2007).

Fourth, in OCs knowledge is typically perceived as a
public good that benefits participants and beyond. The
non-rivalry and non-excludability of knowledge (e.g.,
safeguarded through creative commons licenses, free
software/open source licenses, see Singh and Phelps
2013) enable participants to sustain an unfettered
explicit-explicit flow, which in turn instills their deeper
sense of value that can be extracted from working with
their peers (Wen et al. 2013). A recent field experi-
ment showed that participants in OCs tend to adjust
their knowledge contributions contingent on the peer
comparison, typically leading participants contribut-
ing less than the mean to adjust their contribution
level upwards (Chen et al. 2010). OC administrators
often use this mechanism to accelerate knowledge
creation. For example, some software development
platforms offer trackers on individual contributions
across projects. OCs tend to evolve a culture of shar-
ing and remixing in which participants experience
extensive satisfaction from the continuous discovery
of novel and surprising insights, ideas, and solutions
(Stanko 2016).
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Tacit→ Explicit
An individual’s tacit knowledge is a crucial source of
new explicit elements (Nonaka 1994), be they creative
ideas, concepts, personal statements, lines of argu-
ment, systematized facts or algorithms. We think OCs
offer four distinct characteristics of tacit-explicit flows
that set them apart from other offline contexts.

First, a primary challenge for off- or online knowl-
edge creation groups alike is to overcome knowledge
differences that originate in people’s varied back-
grounds, experiences, and different means of commu-
nication (Majchrzak et al. 2012). While communication
is constrained by technology, OCs perform a subtle
constructive function that facilitates the tacit-explicit
flow. To encode their experiences, participants explore
and exploit language and other means already at hand
in the collective. Offline settings do this too, but there
communication is transient and forms of expression
are often lost. In OCs linguistic and other means of
communication evolve into valuable and often special-
ized repositories that allow highly efficient participant
interaction. For example, GitHub, the software devel-
opment platform, has evolved an official glossary that
enables millions of participants to converge on com-
mon terms when codifying ideas, programming, and
connecting their contributions to the knowledge sys-
tems of their OCs. Clearly, an established glossary pre-
vents online cacophony—the confusion and ambiguity
in communication that would easily transpire in such
a global crowd of diverse individuals.

Second, OCs, like most epistemically oriented com-
munities, develop a specialized language with jargon,
acronyms, and descriptions that allow efficient com-
munication of concepts and ways of doing. Over time,
participants learn to externalize experiences within the
horizon of the OC. This learning is not simply tar-
geting the use of a specialized jargon but rather how
to play the “language games” underlying the process
of knowledge creation (Astley and Zammuto 1992,
Boje et al. 2004, Boland and Tenkasi 1995, Wittgen-
stein 1953). For example, a structural engineer who
wants to get involved in an online drone-design com-
munity (e.g., at Local Motors) may observe how spe-
cialized language evolves to describe a variety of wing
designs, who uses what terms, and in which con-
text. In this example, the engineer may learn a lot
from observing how the community’s moderator uses
specialized language to describe the wing in multi-
ple question-and-answer sessions with the commu-
nity. Over repeated interactions, they may gain insight
on how to frame problems, how to question assump-
tions, and what specifics are emphasized in the con-
vergence toward an answer. The engineer may also
be exposed to different pockets of expertise and come
to realize how wing design impacts the electrical and

electronic components of the aircraft. In general, lan-
guage games provide a necessary context to express
any concepts or ideas rooted in experience, and over
time they become deeply and commonly understood
and accepted within the OC (see Fayard and DeSanctis
2010, Johnson et al. 2015).

Third, specialized language is often a requirement
for deeper knowledge interactions to take place. While
many OCs (e.g., GitHub) may have their glossaries at
hand, some OCs also linguistically evolve at “Inter-
net speed” as participants play with new vocabular-
ies to communicate. Novel language games become
a resource for people to experiment with ways to
externalize tacit knowledge elements and share them
beyond the immediate constraints of a “contempo-
rary glossary.” Sociality is a necessary condition for
language games to evolve in this manner. For exam-
ple, when new terms emerge from community inter-
actions, they can be added to the glossary with a
proper explanation and will be gradually adopted by
the community.

Fourth, an OC is a social field with a position of influ-
ence and power (Levina and Arriaga 2014) or social
capital at play (Wasko and Faraj 2005). This motivates
people to externalize their expertise to solidify their
position of influence. This sociality also encourages the
development of norms by which experts are expected
to help newbies. Also, here language games may play
a role since they oftentimes reflect an underlying social
structure with power and status. At the same time,
depending on individual preferences, members may
be satisfied with their role and position in the com-
munity and choose not to advance “up” the ladder or
be “promoted,” as compared to formal organizations.
This means that deep topical expertise is developed,
nurtured, and sustained within the OC.

Explicit→Tacit
Explicit-tacit flows are often described as learning
by doing (Nonaka and Konno 1998). In OCs such
flows capture participants’ evolving interpretations,
understandings, and practicing of explicit knowledge,
picked up and refined from the OC’s knowledge sys-
tem. Ideas, concepts, problem formulations, solutions,
needs or algorithms flow continuously through the
community and individuals need to select and incor-
porate them into their own, personal tacit knowledge.
Three aspects mark such explicit-tacit flows in the OCs.

First, OCs make available to participants a large
and dynamically evolving stock of explicit elements.
This creates a challenge for participants who need
to “navigate” the OC system by learning about rele-
vant knowledge that gradually evolves through peer
to peer interactions. The expansive flows in OCs rep-
resent a cognitive challenge for individuals to identify
the most relevant information to fit their needs. Con-
fronted with complex, evolving knowledge systems, a
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participant needs to conserve scarce human attention
to specific information sets, which is a fundamental
purpose of digital technology (see Simon 1997). Allo-
cation of attention processes are well documented in
studies of online behaviors showing how individuals
selectively search and learn (e.g., Bhargave et al. 2016,
Browne et al. 2007). Understanding search behavior is
thus imperative for explaining the explicit-tacit flows
on OCs.

Second, peer interactions shape the participant’s
overall understanding of the OC dynamics, which
itself constitutes valuable tacit knowledge. Many inter-
actions on OCs take the form of evolving Q&A threads
where unclear knowledge elements get refined in such
a way as to allow a deeper understanding to emerge
among the participants of the thread. Over time, and
benefiting from social validation, these explicit knowl-
edge elements enrich and get integrated in the partici-
pant’s mental schema. By contrast to an offline setting,
OC participants gain access to massive peer interac-
tions that extend beyond the social relations that are
available face-to-face. With time they can benefit from
a map of who is who and who knows what. Such map-
ping is a prerequisite for effective interaction in knowl-
edge creation, and serves to identify new knowledge
elements, as well as to structure and choose among
them.

A special feature of OCs is that they afford partici-
pants temporal flexibility in selecting not only what to
learn but also when to internalize explicit knowledge
elements. Selecting the right moment in time—making
a snapshot of relevant elements—requires some level
of understanding of how the OC evolves its knowl-
edge system. For example, deciding at what time to
learn from a project development tutorial requires that
an individual make an assessment of how other par-
ticipants orchestrate their current and future contribu-
tions. In sum, a key to understanding the explicit-tacit
flow is to examine what people learn from the OC, but
also to figure out how other members simultaneously
imagine their own community so that they can choose
what and what not to learn, at which points in time.

Third, trust is a general factor in the choice of knowl-
edge to internalize (Nonaka et al. 2000), and as dis-
cussed in the prior section, swift trust is characteristic
of online settings. In OCs, the identity and credibility
of knowledge sources relate to participants’ decision
to use them (Forman et al. 2008) and central figures,
such as opinion leaders, may play a particular role
as such trusted sources (see Goes et al. 2014). Opin-
ion leaders often develop a “trusted status” based on
the type of past activities performed (e.g., reviewing)
and the growing number of people who utilize knowl-
edge they contribute (Lu et al. 2013). In communi-
ties where software code or other technical objects are
being designed, swift trust can also be attained through

a direct technological assessment. Instead of relying
on social cues and credibility signals, participants will
often simply run the code or test the object to verify
the claims of the contributor. This enables relative new-
comers to rapidly contribute to the project and ascend
within the community ranks.

Tacit→Tacit
Thus far we have argued that knowledge flows in
OCs involve the explicit end of the knowledge contin-
uum. In the following, we shall argue that OCs permit
tacit-tacit flows too, even though the communication
between participants is chiefly mediated by digital
technologies.

First, the exchange of tacit knowledge can only occur
via intense engagement in the social process. When
observing a thread of online conversations, the activi-
ties therein may seem mundane, but repeated interac-
tions, the possibility to ask contextualizing questions,
the validation of answers, the mutual challenging of
partial answers, the presentation of an idea, and its fur-
ther refinement through dialogue gradually shape par-
ticipants’ comprehension of what is going on. Above
all, in spite of most communication being on pub-
lic display in OCs, repeated interactions bring forth
a more profound understanding of some significant
other participants, towards whom one may orient and
fine-tune communication. Repeated interactions also
bring forth experts, often recognized by badges, repu-
tational ratings, or contribution volume indicators or
other implicit markers, who become important sources
of advice in knowledge production. Over time, OC
sociality enriches knowledge flows by creating good-
will, social capital, norms of direct and generalized
reciprocity (Faraj and Johnson 2011, von Krogh et al.
2012) or a culture of helping others (Lakhani and von
Hippel 2003).

This sociality, developed without the necessity of
physical copresence, offers unique advantages for
tacit-tacit flows. While an OC may not be an appro-
priate space for sharing deep embodied knowledge of
offline tasks and activities (e.g., how to ski down a hill
at great speed, how to select the best red wine in a blind
taste test or how to keep equilibrium while riding a
bicycle), it offers increasing opportunities for classes of
problems that are amenable to digital representation,
discourse, interaction, and narrative. Indeed a range of
tasks that require cognitive skills may be best learned
in an online setting.

Online advice is often provided in the form of sto-
ries that carry rich meanings. Brown and Duguid
(1991) seminally described how service technicians
shared personal insights and experience by telling each
other detailed problem fixing stories during coffee
breaks. Today, OCs emulate such processes but reach
an unprecedented scale of narrators and narratives.
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Through the OCs’ newfound sociality, the meanings
attached to online storytelling may be as rich—if
not even richer—than those in face-to-face settings.
Offering advice by rendering some personal expe-
rience typically generates a massive chain of com-
ments, supplementary advice and stories, additional
contextualization, qualifiers, and clarifying questions.
Accessing these emerging knowledge flows is now
possible across time and space. An added feature of
OCs is that much of the interaction and exchange is
archived and accessible for future participants. Thus
new members have the ability to learn from prior inter-
actions in history.

At a more fundamental level, the participants’
engagement with language games necessitates tacit
knowledge of past communication, not only personal
identifiers or the lexical information on community-
based terms. The underlying technology allows partic-
ipants to map and imagine interactions, conversations,
twists and turns, metaphors, jokes, and emotional ex-
pressions, and thus makes possible an abundant con-
text for interpreting concepts and terms. Over time,
past language games not only give participants a sense
of community exchanges, but become available to par-
ticipants as future opportunities for communication
(see Astley and Zammuto 1992). Digital technologies
also provide information about participants’ unique
engagement with a topic and the history of their inter-
actions. The ease with which questions can be refined,
refashioned, contextualized, and partial answers gen-
erated facilitates the sustained social engagement nec-
essary for tacit-to-tacit collaboration to bear fruit.

Second, OC participants sustain the tacit-tacit flow
by contextualizing their individual activities. Michael
Polanyi, whose seminal work shaped much contem-
porary understanding of tacit knowledge (or “tacit
knowing”), proposes: “There is (1) knowing a thing
by attending to it, in the way we attend to an entity
as a whole and (2) knowing a thing by relying on
our awareness of it for the purpose of attending to
an entity to which it contributes. The latter knowl-
edge can be said to be tacit, so far as we cannot tell
what the particulars are, on the awareness of which
we rely for attending to the entity comprising them”
(Polanyi 1962, p. 601). Polanyi (1962) distinguishes
“knowing by attending to” from “knowing by rely-
ing on.” Via this distinction, Polanyi (1962) argues that
tacit knowing involves an interplay between attend-
ing to focal knowledge (the task focused on) and
subsidiary knowledge (the complementary often back-
ground knowledge relied on in performing the focal
task). In our setting, the dual nature of knowledge
can be understood as follows: a participant may have
focal knowledge of a task to which she attends, cou-
pled with subsidiary knowledge of how to effectively
and smoothly contribute to and rely on OC flows

for the purpose of performing that task. Participat-
ing in the OC debates via answering questions, seek-
ing boundary conditions to existing knowledge, and
jointly solving complex open problems enhances sub-
sidiary knowledge available to the individual member.

A participant may not simultaneously attend both
to the task at hand and the unfolding OC dynamics.
Instead, when performing the task she will have a sub-
sidiary awareness of the OC knowledge flows: how her
knowledge production fits with the flow, how others in
her imagined community may benefit from this work,
who are the experts from whom to seek advice, and
so on. While work online typically unfolds as a con-
tinuous arc of individual activity, it may be shaped by
the underlying OC sociality, which over time instills a
deep and tacit awareness of the context in which that
activity unfolds. In other words, the task that I perform
has value to me here and now, but equally important,
when sharing back to the OC, I am contributing to the
subsidiary knowing of other members.

Third, the OC’s sociality may positively shape
participants’ subsidiary knowledge of standards of
excellence (von Krogh et al. 2012). These implicit
socially-validated standards provide a reference point
for judging individual contributions. Participants sub-
sidiarily rely on these standards to know what tasks
or issues to focus and attend to. In this manner, stan-
dards of excellence underpin the tacit-tacit flows even
though most OCs refrain from making such standards
explicit to participants but still rely on them to func-
tion (MacIntyre 2007, von Krogh 2012, von Krogh et al.
2012). Thus to be an OC participant implies providing
knowledge elements that meet or exceed these stan-
dards. Many observers of OCs have been puzzled by
OCs’ apparent capacity to create knowledge at the
highest level of technical and scientific sophistication
(Arazy et al. 2016, Lessl et al. 2011), and correspond-
ingly ask why sophisticated, top notch participants
contribute such knowledge for free (e.g., Lerner and
Tirole 2002). To answer this question one may revert
back to the individual motivation we discussed in the
second section of this article. An alternative perspec-
tive originates in the tacit-tacit flows just described.
OCs draw in a range of technical or scientific experts
to a context of unconstrained interaction. By engaging
in joint work, these experts extensively benefit from
learning and building their reputation, but they also
evolve yardsticks of technical or social performance
towards which they may orient their individual efforts.
Thus, the OC sociality facilitates the interplay between
the participants’ focal and subsidiary knowledge.

Toward a ResearchAgenda onOC
The main argument in this paper is that OCs offer par-
ticipants opportunities to learn, share, and mix knowl-
edge in ways that have similarities with face-to-face
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communities of practice, but that they extend them
via the unique sociality offered online. We go beyond
the traditional view of human activity in OCs as
being about the building of one’s own social network,
sharing opinions, identifying with causes/celebrities,
digesting information feeds, or the sharing of likes/
dislikes. Instead, we suggest that an understudied but
growing aspect of online life is the OC and its abil-
ity to sustain useful and value-generating knowledge
flows. There are a number of implications of adopt-
ing our view of OCs as collective spaces of knowledge
flows characterized by a continuous morphing and
mutually constituted by platforms and participants.
The OC’s sociality facilitates the sharing of explicit
knowledge, but more importantly, supports tacit-to-
tacit flows among participants. These issues translate
into a number of promising open research questions.
They include: the constitution and stability of OCs, the
flows between OCs, how to conceptualize the value of
the knowledge they generate for entrepreneurship, OC
governance and evolving norms, and perhaps most
important, the OC as a locus of innovation.

The question of what constitutes an OC, its bound-
aries, and how to sustain it remains open. Because
of the fluidity of participants’ engagement, their abil-
ity to lurk or leave the community at will, to cycle
between full engagement and neglect, and to take on
self-defined roles, it remains difficult to understand
how OCs operate. As spaces of knowledge creation,
social tensions can be productive (Faraj et al. 2011) and
attractive to those seeking practice focused learning
and identity (von Krogh et al. 2012). Yet, given the
importance of sociality as a driver for sustaining the
OC and its output, we know little about the structure of
interactions that is generative for knowledge creation.
For example, recent work has recognized OCs as social
fields where status, influence, positioning, and distinc-
tion matter a great deal (Levina and Arriaga 2014);
yet, the impact of such a field structure on knowledge
flows is unclear. Similarly, if OC social interactions are
characterized by norms of direct and generalized reci-
procity, at what level do they help or hinder knowledge
creation (Faraj and Johnson 2011)? Finally, what are
the implications of boundary permeability for OCs?
We are still lacking theory and empirical evidence as
to the optimal degree of boundary permeability and
the impact it may have on OCs. If permeability is
high, new participants and knowledge may flow easily
when the community acts as an attractor. However, it
makes it a challenge to retain members’ attention and
expertise at other times, putting the OC’s sustenance
at risk.

Beyond the healthy interest in knowledge creation
within an OC, little research has addressed the consid-
erable knowledge flows between OCs. For example, it
has been documented that open source communities

outsource the maintenance of specific software mod-
ules to projects where these originated (Haefliger et al.
2008), and firms and other organizations increasingly
find such open source outsourcing beneficial (Ågerfalk
and Fitzgerald 2008). By outsourcing activities, the OC
can focus its value creation on what its participants
find meaningful and a good fit for their skills. How-
ever, outsourcing makes value creation increasingly
entangled across communities, firms, and other orga-
nizations (Stewart et al. 2006). At the core of such
entangled relations, explicit-explicit knowledge flows
enable multiple OCs to conduct their work efficiently
and incorporate technology and information created
by other entities. Today there is limited understanding
about the nature of such entangled flows, what factors
inhibit or reinforce them, and how OCs absorb exter-
nal knowledge by morphing participation and hav-
ing dynamic boundaries. We stipulate such flows are
extensive, and under many conditions shape, limit or
boost knowledge creation and value creation. Thus,
more research on inter-OC flows is warranted. For
instance, it could be valuable to examine how the
capacity to absorb knowledge relates to the past prob-
lem solving activities of OCs (Haas et al. 2015), and
how digital technologies enable OCs to realize this
capacity (Zahra and George 2002). It could also be use-
ful to investigate the trust that potential users place in
outsourcing communities, or even novel forms of trust-
ing the insourced technology (see Lankton et al. 2016).

Our discussion of value creation in OCs has alluded
to differences between the goals of regular members of
OCs who may be motivated by intrinsic, extrinsic, and
pro-social motives through involvement in the com-
munity, and the goals of other classes of participants.
As seen on open source projects, OCs now attract par-
ticipation from heterogeneous actors such as estab-
lished firms or entrepreneurs. The question that needs
to be explored is whether the activities of firms and
entrepreneurs seeking to identify or monetize ideas are
inconsistent with the goals of the OC and whether they
hinder or strengthen knowledge processes. The early
evidence indicates that OCs facilitate entrepreneurial
value creation extensively and these may lead to pos-
itive feedback in terms of increased knowledge flows
(see Haefliger et al. 2011, Hienerth and Lettl 2011).
Participants who become entrepreneurs often draw on
their off- and online communities to explore business
ideas and models, gauge viability of prototypes, and
seek practical advice from peers (Shah and Tripsas
2007; see also Autio et al. 2013). Entrepreneurs likely
discover knowledge flows related to user needs and
potential solutions expressed by the OC participants.
Successful entrepreneurs may have better and deeper
insights than their peers on how to turn these need-
solution pairs into business opportunities (von Hippel
and von Krogh 2016). Yet, what is the specific role of
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explicit-tacit flows for developing such understanding
and participants’ decision to become entrepreneurs?
How does the entrepreneur convert such OC-wide
need-solution pair information into an opportunity for
value creation?

The issue of governance or how activities are coor-
dinated and controlled on OCs is another central ques-
tion needing systematic scholarly attention. There is
general agreement that the OCs constitute a form of
collective organizing that is different from the tradi-
tional bureaucratic forms of organizing, and thus may
require novel forms of governance (Markus 2007). At
the core, the problem of managing interdependen-
cies and coordinating effort is even more acute in a
form of organizing where roles are minimally spec-
ified and formal authority over participants limited.
Early research points to the emergence of a shared
form of authority where expertise is a major crite-
ria (Dahlander and O’Mahony 2011, O’Mahony and
Ferraro 2007) or identifies shared leadership as the
most effective way to form an authority structure
(Johnson et al. 2015). Much can be learned from how
communities-of-practice (CoP) are organized given
their nature as organically organized arenas that weave
knowledge creation with the social formation of a
community, with membership, belonging, and iden-
tity. The self-organized quality of CoPs are what gives
them meaning and importance and attempts to “over-
organize” them are likely to weaken the knowledge
flows that make them successful in the first place
(Thompson 2005). As current studies point out, there
are clear boundaries to what type and degree of inter-
ference are possible in OCs without disrupting the pro-
ductive, spontaneous knowledge creation (see Shaikh
and Vaast 2016).

In this article we have been chiefly concerned with
the epistemic features of OCs. Yet, discussing stan-
dards of excellence in tacit-tacit flows, we also hinted
to OCs as sites where norms and values evolve. Rather
than construing knowledge flows and ethics as two
separate research areas, it may be promising to inte-
grate them more extensively in future work. We think
it is quite likely that standards of excellence and other
norms and values in the OCs dynamically interact with
the communities’ knowledge flows. After all, it was
the high work ethic and technical standards embed-
ded in the social practice of software development
that brought about the free- and open source soft-
ware movements (von Krogh et al. 2012). An important
research program will be one that compares the evolv-
ing standards of excellence across OCs, explores how
and why they differ, and in addition gauges the extent
to which OCs can emulate or even exceed standards
of excellence deeply held by members of traditional
organizations.

As OCs evolve and morph, they open-endedly
expand and embrace new groups/participants that
come with supplementary value creation approaches
(Barrett et al. 2016). Thus, an implication of our
framing is to invite a rethink of where the locus of
innovation resides. The importance of the firm and
its boundary for knowledge production is based on
the need to bring together appropriate expertise and
to support tacit-to-tacit interactions that are crucial
for innovation and value creation. As a stream of
work has concluded, socialization and tacit knowl-
edge flows between individual organizational mem-
bers may even constitute the raison d’être of the firm
as a dominant site of knowledge creation (Conner and
Prahalad 1996, Felin and Hesterly 2007, Kogut and
Zander 1992, Nonaka et al. 2000, Nonaka and von
Krogh 2009). Recent developments of enrolling users
and participants from outside firm boundaries indi-
cate the promise of complementary and sometimes less
firm centric approaches to problem solving and knowl-
edge creation (e.g., Boudreau and Lakhani 2015, Felin
and Zenger 2014, Franke et al. 2013, Haefliger et al.
2011, Jeppesen and Lakhani 2010, Lakhani et al. 2013,
Puranam et al. 2014, Spaeth et al. 2015, von Hippel
2007, von Krogh and von Hippel 2006). Thus, a press-
ing open question that invites investigation is if and to
what extent innovations that previously could only be
generated within the confines of a firm are migrating
to the online space. Consequently, the firm needs to
make critical decisions on the extent of their involve-
ment with OCs, and in particular what tacit and
explicit knowledge they should share with the com-
munity (Lakhani et al. 2013). Those knowledge flows
can involve the firm or can be fully outside their scope.

Conclusion
We have conjectured that OCs by enabling tacit-tacit
knowledge flows offer a new form of organizing that
is increasingly “complete” in terms of knowledge cre-
ation. In line with calls from scholars to theorize the
impact of online space (e.g., DeSanctis and Monge
1999, Haefliger et al. 2011, Zammuto et al. 2007), we
stipulate that this may even shift an increasing amount
of innovation and other value creating activities, from
the “physically” constrained space of traditional firms
to the open digital space of OCs.

We suggest that research that goes beyond the appli-
cation of a few select social psychological theories
and the routine application of network analysis tools
to explain complex online actions and organizing is
needed. Consistent with recent advances in the sci-
ence of networks, new ways of representing action,
actors, artifacts, and outcomes are called for. Above
all, new theorizing that crosses levels of analysis, does
not blackbox technology, nor conflates OC activities
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with aspects such as the use of social media tools war-
rants attention. Central to new modes of theorizing
is a stronger, perhaps constitutive, role of technology
in the very phenomenon under study. By taking stock
of drivers for action, the emergent practices, and the
evolving form of OC organizing, we hope to advance
new views on change and adaptation of organizations,
thereby giving OCs a central position in the discourse
on the new online realities.
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