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Abstract

The paper looks at some of the issues surrounding three models of business ‘community in the new media industries: Institutions for collaboration, communities of practice and network sociality. The paper looks at the issues of innovation as social capital, knowledge sharing, tacit knowledge, and information technology in so far as they may impact on learning and innovation in e-learning communities. It suggests that work needs to develop an interpretive methodology in order to articulate some of the differences and similarities between Etienne Wenger’s Communities of Practice, Michael Porter’s Institution for Collaboration and Andreas Wittell’s Network Sociality.  
The New Media Industries
New Media, defined (Wittel, 2001) as “the convergence of information and communication technology, old media, art and design” emerged as a rapidly growing sector of the Information Society a few years ago. Like all cultural industries, New Media is predominantly an urban phenomenon (Indergaard, 2000), (Scott, 1997), (Zukin, 1995), (S. Lash, 2002) and has already had three distinctive phases.  In the middle of the 1990s New Media started as an industrial sector, most popularly represented by New York’s Silicon Alley, but existing all over Europe, primarily making products, CD-ROMs, computer games and websites.  At the beginning of the new century, it became less an industrial sector than a provider of business services for other sectors.  At this stage websites were mainly perceived as interfaces for public relations and marketing.   In the latest phase websites have become networks of connectivity, enablers of data flows between consumers and businesses, between businesses and businesses, with web sites as intranets and extranets within and without firms.  Scott Lash (S. M. Lash, Boden, Lury, & Shapiro, 2002) suggests that in this sense the New Media have become paradigmatic for the new economy, best understood as a ‘hinge’ that facilitates the transformation of the old economy into a new one and thus at the heart of the network society. 
Manuel Castells (1996) suggests that the rise of the network society cannot be understood without understanding the interaction of information technology and the old society’s attempting to recreate itself; this interaction depends on the relationships between an excessive number of exogenous variables.  Lash (2002) suggests that what is key to how we should understand the information society, in contrast to the analyses from Bell and Castells, is to focus on the primary qualities of information itself. Information must be understood in contradistinction to other earlier socio-cultural categories such as narrative or discourse or institution.  We must understand the information society somewhat differently from how it has been understood thus far; it cannot to be understood in terms of knowledge-intensive production and a post-industrial array of goods and services.  We must first reflect on what Lash calls the ‘paradox of the information society’.  How can such a highly rational production result in the incredible irrationality of information overloads, misinformation, dis-information and out of control information?  The key to understanding this is to look at what is produced in information production not as information rich goods and services but more or less as out of control ‘bytes’ of information.  To some extent this mirrors the thinking of Jean François Lyotard [1984]; his early analysis of the emerging post-industrialist society was a critique of the failure of the enlightenment meta-narratives concerning truth and meaning which started the move towards post modern relativism.  Lash’s view is that the most influential, critical theorist today is not Adorno, Marcuse, Habermas, nor even Foucault, but Walter Benjamin (1999) who embraced the age of mechanical reproduction but also saw the cutting edge in commodified and popular culture as well as the importance of the information age.

Wired Wessex was set up in 2000 and is a membership organisation of nearly 700 small and medium sized businesses. It is a web based community providing networking events and personal support for the industries in the new media area that have emerged in Hampshire over the last few years.  Members of Wired Wessex are linked together by events and services that are both real and virtual.  A web site is used for news, stories, celebrations of successes of particular members of the Wired Wessex community, future events taking place within the sub region and a database of members that allows parts of the community to communicate with other parts. Wired Wessex also runs networking events.  These range from formal conferences with over 100 people, to regular monthly events with an initial free drink in a wine bar in one of the towns in Hampshire.  There is normally a monthly event at Winchester in the Slug and Lettuce, O’Neill’s Wine Bar or The Guildhall Wine Bar.  Although these monthly media events have emerged of their own accord they mirror what Andreas Wittell (Wittel, 2001) identifies in London, where events like “The Cultural Entrepreneurs Club”, the “London Virtual Reality Group” and “First Tuesday” are all major networking events in the New Media field that take place monthly. I am now looking at this ‘association’ of companies in order to seek out how companies are 
Some conceptual models 

There seem to be three major structural models into which a network learning organisation such as Wired Wessex might fit; each generates a rather different process of knowledge transfer, membership, culture and impact: 
· Institutions for Collaboration, 
· Communities of Practice 
· Network Sociality 

Each of the three are different models of groups of the sort that Wired Wessex might be.  Within each of these three structural models there are issues relating to knowledge sharing, learning, social capital and creativity and the impact of information technology. These issues will be considered in turn and in some detail as they are critical in gaining a sense of the ambitions of this research project.

It is clear that work needs to develop an interpretive methodology in order to articulate some of the differences and similarities between Etienne Wenger’s Communities of Practice, Michael Porter’s Institution for Collaboration and Andreas Wittell’s Network Sociality.  How far has Etienne Wenger’s Community of Practice become an over quantitatively researched phenomenon and how far does the Network Sociality model that has emerged from recent ESRC research in the new media industries mirror some emerging reality?
It seems evident that there is some relationship between Michael Porter’s Institutions for Collaboration, Etienne Wenger’s Communities of Practice, and Andreas Wittell’s Network Sociality.  There is a strong technological strand within all of them and there is an equally vital creative and knowledge sharing strand.  Porter’s IFCs are Government stimulated and funded projects and processes that bring organisations together to stimulate clusters; Etienne Wenger is looking at knowledge sharing and knowledge transfer as a learning process within a community that is highly focused inside a subject domain; Andreas Wittell is identifying a modern, new media industry and suggesting that it doesn’t look like either a community of practice or an institution for collaboration; it looks like something very new and very different from that which we are used to.
How do business communities fit into these varying models of community and how can they be looked at as case studies to see if any of these strands are evidenced? It is hypothesised that Network Sociality will become the paradigmatic social form of late capitalism in the new cultural economy.  How far is it possible to intervene to stimulate the creation and growth of an association or community of practice?  Bianchi and Bellini (1991) suggest that social institutions can be enriched to create the right conditions, Wenger has always suggested that this is not possible (1998)
Institutions for Collaboration
Michael Porter (Porter, 2003) makes clear that “improving competitiveness becomes a collaborative process involving multiple levels of Government, companies, educational institutions, and Institutions for Collaboration”.

Much of Michael Porter’s work (Porter, 1998), (Porter & Esty, 2001),  (Porter & Emmons, 2003) has been on the matter of clusters.  Clusters are geographically close groups of interconnected companies, suppliers, service providers, and associated institutions in a particular field.  They can improve competitiveness in three ways:  they increase the level of productivity at which firms can operate, they increase innovation and productivity growth by disseminating knowledge and providing a fertile ground for new ideas and they stimulate new business formation.  Clearly, there is something special about knowledge that enables firms to create value and achieve competitive advantage; indeed there is a plethora of literature to support in a wide variety of very different fashions this particular view; a view that Stiglitz (Stiglitz, 1999) has called the “information – theoretic approach” (Allatta, 2003),(Winter, 1987), (Kogut & Zander, 1992), (Davenport, 1997).  The United Kingdom does not rank high on measures of cluster development, although interestingly for this project it has strong positions in areas such as media and entertainment [Porter 2003].

However, a key point (Porter, 2003) is that “a wide variety of other organisations also have a significant effect on competitiveness.”  These entities - Institutions for Collaboration (IFCs) - are not firms, Government entities, nor universities.  They include, for example, Chambers of Commerce, Industry Associations, Professional Associations, Trade Unions, Technology Transfer Organisations, Quality Centres, Think Tanks, University Alumni Associations and others.

Institutions for Collaboration (IFCs) perform important roles as intermediaries that organise and perform collective action and enable more effective collaboration between parts of a cluster. In the United Kingdom there is anecdotal evidence that these critical institutions are less numerous and less effective than in other countries.

Wired Wessex could be seen as one of these Institutions for Collaboration; one of its clear functions is improving competitiveness though innovation, knowledge transfer and knowledge management.
Innovation as Social Capital
The literature on sustainable competitive advantage and the growth of firms, regions and nations widely recognises innovation and the use of knowledge as a most important element of that process (Tamaschke, 2003).  The literature reinforces the view that a capacity for learning is considered a key attribute of success (Wolfe, 2002), (Maskell, 1999), (Council for Industry and Higher Education, 2003; University of London. Insitute of Education, 2001, 2003).  Innovation, broadly understood as the adoption, adaptation and diffusion of novelty through firms and markets is seen as the essential source of economic dynamism.  For a long time the dominant approach to innovation followed the orthodox science model or input-output perspective, that is the science push, market pull, research and development model (Langrish, Gibbons, Evans, & Jevons, 1972).  There is now a wide-ranging literature (Etzioni, 1988; B. Johnson, 1992; Porter, 2003; Sen, 1977; Tamaschke, 2003) which recognises that economic actors are motivated by a range of processes, habits and rules of society, that these are influential in shaping actors to react, learn and utilise knowledge.  Many actors in the innovation process, such as universities and publicly funded think tanks, are established with a range of motivations other than profit maximising (Edquist, 1997)
In the new knowledge-based economy where the flow of public information is rapid and widespread, one form of knowledge - know-how or tacit knowledge is particularly important in creating competitive advantage (Tamaschke, 2003).  One of the key and emerging factors in the link between tacit knowledge, innovation and creativity is the concept of social capital.  Whilst it is an over and often inappropriately used concept and is ill-defined, it is a concept that is analytically useful, and seen as “the glue that holds the structure together” (Tamaschke, 2003). Pierre Bordieu (Bourdieu, 1986) first mooted social capital as “the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalised relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition”.  He goes on to say that it is “made up of social obligations, connections, which are convertible, in certain conditions, into economic capital.”  Jane Jacobs in her book on the “Death and Life of the Great American Cities” (Jacobs, 1961) identifies the fundamental role that networks – and thus social capital - play in making cities work.  Social capital seems to have six broad dimensions; networks, reciprocity, trust, the formal and informal institutional settings, what is called the commons, and pro-activity.  These various aspects have been well documented (Burt, 2000; Elster, 1989; Fukuyama, 1995; Knack & Keefer, 1997).  Social capital is a possible analytical tool with which to study Institutions for Collaboration.  
There are, of course, some strong critiques of social capital.  It has its “dark side” (Putzel, 1997) which is its exclusive nature; one group’s social capital may be deeply problematic for other parts of the community, resulting in, for example, cartels or Mafia gangs.  John Harriss (Harriss, 2002) feels that it has come to constitute “new weapons in the armoury of the anti-politics machine” and Fine (Fine, 2002) sees it as strikingly suspicious that social capital has been so speedily and readily accepted by the World Bank and others as both an analytical and policy panacea.  He feels that the implications that flow from this panacea: a lessened commitment to education, an ideology and rhetoric which is used to justify intervention widely across civil society, and a bias against state intervention and trade unions,  reinforce his view that it has become an “analytical sack of potatoes”.
There is also the view that the use of the metaphor of “capital” is unwise and implies a measurability, a discreteness and a precision which the broad theoretical and personal concept originally identified by Bordieu, was unable to provide.

 On the other hand there has been a long history of the belief that “society matters for success in the economic arena” (Tamaschke, 2003; Winter, 1987).  The fundamental importance of social capital to technological invention lies in cooperation. It has become almost impossible for single firms to remain technologically adept in their fields (Roos, Field, & Neely, 1997) and firms are finding it more and more necessary to work with other firms in technologically based alliances;  as consumers become more sophisticated and the goods they demand more complex,  research and development is having to draw on a wider range of technologies and a broader array of inputs (Cantwell, 1999).  This process becomes particularly critical in the use of tacit knowledge in the innovation process (Kogut & Zander, 1992; Nohria & Ghoshal, 1997).  Michael Polanyi’s (1967) work on tacit knowledge and the tacit dimension has an important role to play in much of this work on innovation and knowledge and his work is less celebrated than it ought to be.

Puttnam (2000) has particularly elaborated theories and approaches of social capital at the macro level.  He studied regional governance in Italy and then [2000] looked at levels of social capital in the United States, again at the national macro level, arguing that in the past 25 years Americans have become increasingly disconnected from their family, friends, neighbourhoods and social structures.   The corresponding shrinking access to social capital is posed as a serious threat to civic and personal health because, for example, communities with less social capital have lower educational performance.
Social capital has also been examined at the organisational level, identifying the organisational advantage in the particular capabilities that some organisations have for creating and sharing knowledge.  Social Capital enables the creation of new intellectual capital (Nahapiet & Ghosal, 1998) and organisations and firms are well suited to the development of high levels of social capital. It is because of their ‘dense’ social capital that firms have an advantage over markets in creating and sharing intellectual (Cummings, Heeks, & Huysman, 2003)  Thus Social Capital increases the capacity for knowledge sharing, is an aid to innovation, to creativity and to learning.  Social Capital is central to the understanding of institution innovation and value creation (Nahapiet & Ghosal, 1998) If Wired Wessex is to have a role to play in knowledge transfer and innovation, then some understanding of the way that the various actors take part in the cooperative, tacit knowledge driven processes will be important.
Communities of Practice
These strands of institutions, innovation and social capital come together by way of the communities in which the various strands operate.  Frédérique Créplet and others (2003) make very clear there is no such thing as “the” community with specific clear and characteristic features.  Bowles and Gintis (2000) suggest that communities have recently become the prominent unit of analysis for understanding knowledge exploration, sharing and transmission in and among organisations.  The recent surge in the literature on studies of communities puts emphasis on various aspects of their organisation, management, boundary dynamics and social relationships.  Some of the models of community that are being studied include Communities of Practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991), epistemic communities (Knorr-Cetina, 2000),  virtual communities (Alstyne & Brynjolfsson, 1996), communities of creation (Sawney & Prandelli, 2000), strategic communities (Stork, 2000), and knowledge communities (Botkin, 1999).  Créplet (2003) believes that communities as specific structures are particularly important to coordinate collective knowledge creation efforts and that they “articulate tacit, fuzzy, ever moving information flows and knowledge”.  Cognitive communities share a common intellectual ground that differentiates them from other types and two are particularly relevant:  Communities of Practice are places where knowledge creation occurs on a regular basis independently of any hierarchical structure or decision-making process and which tend to be orientated towards the achievement of an activity (Creplet et al., 2003) whilst epistemic communities are orientated towards knowledge creation. 
Etienne Wenger (2000) defines Communities of Practice as “groups of people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who have deep knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis”.  Joan Allatta (2003) suggests that we now use the term “community of practice” often casually, to mean everything from those working in the same work group to those with the same occupation to those with a common interest.  The term is familiar and may even conjure warm memories.  Therefore, a discussion of some of the major elements in Communities’ of Practice literature is needed to help clarify some of the issues.   Brown and Duguid (1991) link Communities of Practice to organisational learning and innovation and emphasise the social factors in learning, depicting three aspects of a Community of Practice:  what they call narration, collaboration and social construction.  They see learning as ”inhabiting the streets of a community” and see a community as a knowledge repository that emerges through the process of narration.  As individuals reached the limits of their knowledge and experience then they collaborate with others to exchange ideas and develop new shared knowledge (Kogut & Zander, 1992). Shared practices are the basis for a “common know-how” (J. S. Brown & Duguid, 2001) and knowledge sharing is facilitated by the norms of reciprocity and the levels of trust generated among the community (Scarborough & Swann, 2001), this resonates well with the ideas of Social Capital. The sharing of knowledge between individuals and between organisations is a crucial process (O'Dell & Grayson, 1998).  Thus communities are especially effective environments for the sharing of implicit or tacit knowledge (J. S. Brown & Duguid, 1991; Davenport, 1997; Huysman & Baalen, 2001; Wenger, 1998).
Knowledge Sharing
There seems to be an emerging relationship between the issues of communities, knowledge sharing, social capital and collaboration.  Knowledge sharing is the process whereby individuals mutually exchange their implicit and explicit knowledge and jointly create new knowledge (Hoof & Ridder, 2003; Hoof, Vijvers, & Ridder, 2003; Hooff, Elving, Meeuwsen, & Dumoulin, 2003). The extent to which the process takes place seems to be influenced by a number of factors which  can be either cognitive or motivational (Hinds & Pfeffer, 2003).  The cognitive limitations relate to an individual’s inability to share knowledge because of increasing levels of abstraction making it difficult for experts to put their knowledge into words that are understandable to the non-experts.  The motivational limits are a willingness to share knowledge; a range of incentives and disincentives have been identified including rewards, competition, levels of hierarchy and degrees of formalisation.  However, trust appears to be an important variable; social identification emerging from growing trust may lead to a more collectivist feeling within a group (Weisenfeld, Raghuram, & Garud, 1999) which in turn promotes cooperation (Wagner, 1995) which then leads to more effective knowledge processes (Gladstein, 1984) leading to more communication in the group (Moorman & Blakely, 1995) and finally a better group performance (Eby & Dobbins, 1997).   Andreas Wittell (2002) in his work in the media communities of London suggests that a key task of all these networks is to “creating a frame that makes people comfortable that suggests a somehow authentic interest in meeting people”.
Thus we can see a picture emerging of social collaboration bringing about the transferring and combining of knowledge within and across groups that may lead to value creation (Nohria & Ghoshal, 1997)].  As Stephen Billett (Billett, 2002) has suggested “given the need to understand how individuals participate in and learn at work, the relations between and among individuals, teams and key interest groups become a central concern for understanding how learning at work proceeds.”  David Russell (Russell, 2002) reinforces this with his belief that “learning is therefore not a neat transfer of information but a complex and often messy network of tool mediated human relationships that must be explored in terms of the social and cultural practices which people bring to the uses of the tools they share”.
Tacit Knowledge and Learning
This thinking reinforces the need to review the issue of tacit knowledge.  Brown and Lauder (2001) suggest that “the inputs of knowledge and information in relation to innovation are essentially imported in individuals and, with a higher degree of uncertainty surrounding successful innovation, frequent and personal communication is desirable”.  They go on to say “much of the knowledge generated in the search for innovation is tacit knowledge.

Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) take this a stage further by identifying ‘redundant information’; tacit knowledge is shared and the embedding of tacitness makes redundant the previously more formalised published knowledge.  Thus organisations can build information redundancy by ensuring that there are a wide range of communication networks to facilitate the sharing of both tacit and explicit knowledge.  People communicate naturally in informal settings outwith the traditional hierarchies of an organisation; Nonaka and Konno (1998)have theorised the ‘Ba’ as a space, entirely conceptual, where information resides.  The ‘Ba’ is a context for knowledge creation, knowledge is embedded in it and one acquires knowledge through one’s own experience or reflection on the experiences of others.  The value created in knowledge creation emerges from interaction within the shared ‘Ba’.  The Ba is thus seen as a version of Popper’s ‘Objective Knowledge’ (1972) or ‘World 3’ and to an extent mirrors Wittgenstein (1953) who saw meanings being obtained through essentially collective practices.  Again this resonates with Dixon’s view (1997) of learning taking place in “hallways of learning” and Brown and Duguid (1996) suggesting that “learning involves inhabiting the streets of communities’ culture.  The community may include astrophysicists, architects or acupuncturists but learning involves experiencing its cultural peculiarities”.
Steve Billett suggests (2002) that “work places are not only where individuals merely engage in tasks; they are also a constituted component of individuals’ thinking, acting and learning; they are also clearly places of stress, pressure and contestation”.  Indeed he goes on to say that” contestation is an enduring feature of work practice”.
The issue of learning or knowledge sharing, amongst professional groups is being studied across the spectrum with analysis from Becher (1999)and Eraut (2000) making a case that we have “tended to represent learning by not taking seriously the learning inherent in being and doing” (Knight, 2001). Becher (1999) makes clear that ”the strategies for informal learning all involve some form of personal contact with fellow professionals, leading to the acquisition of new information or the establishment of potential means of doing so”.  This again resonates well with the Jane Jacob’s work (1961) on Cities in the United States suggesting “an intricate ballet in which the individual dances and ensembles all have distinctive parts which miraculously reinforce each other and compose an orderly whole”.  Johnson (2001) goes on to suggest that “neighbours learn from each other because they pass each other… sidewalks allow relatively high bandwidth communication between total strangers and they mix large numbers of individuals in random configurations”.
A picture is thus emerging of a relationship between innovation and competitiveness, Institutions for Collaboration, Communities of Practice, and knowledge transfer and sharing as a learning process that involves deeply embedded and tacit knowledge as well as, and perhaps more significantly than, more formalised structured knowledge. 
The Practices of Communities
What then are the practices and processes of communities that allow such learning and sharing?  Etienne Wenger and his various co-authors (Wenger, 1998; 2000; Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder, 2000; Wenger & Snyder, 2000) have described a wide variety of dimensions and forms to communities, with many overlapping types; they all share distinguishing elements which can be used to distinguish them from other social structures.  There is a domain of knowledge which defines the key issues in the community, there is a community of people who care about the domain and that community creates shared practices.  Inkeri Ruuska (2003) suggests that practice is the source of the coherence of a community and that it has three dimensions.  Firstly, it is a matter of the mutual engagement of the participants, secondly, it is a joint enterprise and finally, members together work within a shared repertoire.  Etienne Wenger (2000) implies that members of a Community of Practice do not all contribute in the same manner to these various activities; at the heart of the community lies a hard core of one or two co-ordinators, around them active collaborators constitute the first level of participation and then there is a third group of peripheral actors participating in the activity of the community but at a lower degree of commitment or possibly with lower levels of participation. 

Communities are self-organising and indeed both Wenger (1998) and Brown and Duguid (1991; 2001)] suggest that self-organisation is an essential characteristic of a Community of Practice.  What is interesting is that it is unclear (Allatta, 2003) if and under what conditions Communities of Practice can be created.  Wenger (1998) argues that learning cannot be designed and organisations cannot create communities, they can only create the organisation or technical structures that may facilitate a community.  The community emerges as members react to that structure and try to understand it in a fashion that makes sense of their environment.  This is a fairly vital point, as efforts to create communities may have unintended consequences (Allatta, 2003) However, many organisations understand the strategic importance of communities and are trying to create them (American Productivity and Quality Centre, 2001).
Communities of Practice that have been studied include photocopier service technicians (Orr, 1996),fisherman (Miller & Maanen, 1979) and architects (Salaman, 1974).  There is also a very large and growing body of literature on quantitative analyses of communities, primarily within organisations (Allatta, 2003; Creplet et al., 2003; Quaan-Haase & Cohrel, 2003); this is mirrored by a similar range of studies of public communities and community information services [Soroka 2003], [Arnold 2003] and [Ross 2003].  Much of this work is technical, uses social network analysis measures of a fairly complex nature (Burt, 2000; Schenkel, Teigland, & Borati, 2001) and is focused on the role of information technology in communities of various sorts.
Information Technology and Communities
The Internet from its beginning has stimulated a range of virtual communities and these have had a major impact in the public sphere, often with evangelical and utopian fervour (Wittel et al., 2002).  The phrase “virtual community” was introduced by Howard Rheingold (Rheingold, 2000) who sees the virtual community as a way of revitalising community and indeed constructing new forms of community.  Sometimes criticised as either techno-deterministic (Wittel, 2001)or “for all its futuristic pretensions, Rheingold’s imagination is fundamentally conservative and nostalgic” (Robins, 1995).  Nonetheless much of this work on virtual communities has been picked up within the business and organisational culture and there is a strong belief amongst many [Allatta 2003:24] that these distributed communities may now be the norm as new communication technologies enable global communication “clones”.  On the other hand there are others [Huysman 2002] who suggest that the risk of automatically defining communities in such terms creates the risk of an “ICT pitfall”: too strong a focus on the technology could lead to neglecting the organisational, social and psychological elements of communities and knowledge sharing. Steve Woolgar suggests that “all aspects of social, cultural, economic and political life stand to be affected by the continued massive growth in electronic terminologies but that the early enthusiasm has given way to a realisation that discussions about virtual community often embody some confused ideas about what community entails and that the new technologies are not being used to the extent we imagined, by the people anticipated nor in the ways that we expected” (Woolgar, 2002).
Wittel (2001)] is particularly critical of the concept of the virtual community in that, rather like the Holy Roman Empire, it is neither virtual nor a community.  He suggests that ‘proper’ communities share a common geographic territory, a common history, a common value system and they are rooted in a common religion.  In this sense any connection between community and the Internet is oxymoronic.  The term “virtual” is similarly misleading in that it suggests a ‘doubling of reality’.  This separation between the so called virtual and the real world has been an issue of much discourse over the past few years.  Virilio (1995) believes that a duplication and separation into the real world and the virtual world is in the making.  Wittell (2001) strongly opposes such a view and suggests that for the people using services such as email, online chatting, web surfing and other interactive practices these are very real experiences indeed.  They may be very different experiences, unable to rely on external contextual forms of structuration, but they are nonetheless very real and do not justify a theoretical perspective that separates the virtual from the real and thus constructs a doubling of the world.

Nonetheless the lack of social cues in information and communication technology processes is an important issue in an environment where we are looking at the transfer of tacit knowledge and the complex personal communication patterns inherent in communities.  There is an assumption that the lack of social cues should be expected to lead to less identification with those communicating in ICT environments rather than in more personal face-to-face structures (Hoof & Ridder, 2003; Hoof et al., 2003; Hooff et al., 2003) However, empirical work contradicts this (Walther, 1996). This surprising out-turn has been argued for with the suggestion that computer mediated communication can lead to “hyper-personal interactions”.  These communications might have a richer level of social relationship than found in face-to-face conditions.  Work on the “social identification model of de-individuation effects”, also known as the SIDE model, proposes that the lack of social cues in information and communication technology can “accentuate the unity of the group and cause persons to be perceived as group members rather than as idiosyncratic individuals” (Postmes & Spears, 2000) since the shared practice of a community is in itself an important signifier and forms a typical “common identity” with which members can identify.  

There are opposing views to this.  Manuel Castells (1996) argues that internet mediated communication is too recent a social phenomenon to have provided the opportunity for scholarly research to reach firm conclusions.  At the same time, and far more positively, Andreas Wittell (2001) suggests that “this development of interfaces into connectivity networks is much more than an online phenomenon.  It would seem to be more generally a characteristic of the new economy.  At stake is not merely a change of electronic communication, at stake is a change of face-to-face interaction”.
Network Sociality
Brown and Duguid (2001) make a clear distinction between Communities of Practice and networks of practice.  And Ruuska (2003) suggests that networks are generally described as being looser than communities.  Krackhardt and Hanson (1993) identify three types of networks in organisations: advice networks, trust networks and communication networks.  Andreas Wittell (2001) suggests that community entails “stability, coherence, embededness, and belonging.  It involves strong and long-lasting ties, proximity and a common history or narrative of the collective”.  This indeed mirrors much what has been emerging from the work of Etienne Wenger et al.

Manuel Castells’ notion of a network society was at the macro level and he saw networks as “appropriate instruments for a capitalist economy based on innovation, globalisation and decentralised concentration and also for a culture of endless deconstruction and reconstruction” (Castells, 1996).

 Wittell (2001) has articulated a new phenomenon: the concept of “Network Sociality”.  Very much contrasted with Communities of Practice, Network Sociality is not concerned with the mathematics of their formal properties, nor with the detailed quantitative research outlined in so much of the earlier work.  It is concerned with how people build, maintain and alter their social ties, what means, tactics and strategies they employ and what kind of cultural capital they need to increase their social capital; it consists of fleeting and transient, yet iterative social relations, of ephemeral but intense encounters.
Rosie Braidotti (1994) argued that “in-depth transformations of the system of economic production also alter traditional social structures”.  There is a suggestion that the late capitalism or “weightless economy” identified by Anthony Giddens (2001) and the Government White Paper “Our Competitive Future” (1998) require such altered traditional social structures.  Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri’s (2000) “Empire” postulates a form of sovereignty that operates on all registers of the social order, extending down to the depth of the social world. This is stronly attuned to the Network Sociality that Andreas Wittell identified in a ESRC research project on ‘Silicon alleys: networks of virtual objects’ (S. M. Lash et al., 2002) than the Communities of Practice thus far discussed.  
The idea of Network Sociality is not new; some features have been described by cultural theorists such as Simmell (1950) and Benjamin (1999). However, the rise of Network Sociality is not only a far broader and more visible phenomenon than it was before, but it is especially visible in urban post-industrial environments and most visible among the new middle class of culturally educated and media and computer literate individuals.  A rise of Network Sociality is related to the development of information and communication technologies that bring together this new middle class and late capitalism.  The work of Richard Sennet (1998) on the decline of long term, sustained and deep relationships argues that the replacement of linear time by serial time through the use of short projects and short-term contracts breaks down trust between working colleagues, develops a loss of commitment towards the task in hand and a loss of loyalty towards the organisation.  As flexibility is a further feature of the short-term economy it produces fragmentation and a lack of attachment of people towards work.  Networking seems to become more important than the ability to stick to a problem and solve it; it is difficult for employees to develop a common narrative any more.  
The post-social theory analysis of Knorr-Cetina (2000) identifies a broad phenomenon of a disintegrating social universe, a process of de-socialisation and a collapse of community and the onset of individualisation.  This disintegration of a formerly strong link between communities and social life seems highly plausible but does not necessarily imply a reduction of social principles and structures, on the contrary an extension of human interaction may well develop in a world of network sociality.  Communities are social systems with clear boundaries and highly defined insight inside and out; networks are open social systems that have much to offer both as tools of analysis and a new weltenschaung.
Network Sociality implies a process of individualisation where people actively construct social bonds, have a higher degree of mobility and are not based on a shared history or shared narrative.  Knowledge workers and people in the cultural industries are “nomadic in their personal biography” (Braidoti, 1994).  They often move from one firm to another, from one occupation to another, mixing and matching jobs as event organisers, web site designers, ad-creatives, marketing advisors, conference runners, magazine publishers, sponsorship coordinators, club promoters, market researchers, PR officers and other kinds of consultancy (Benson, 1999).  At the same time as being intensely individual, Network Sociality requires ephemeral and intense relations within and without work.  Business is increasingly organised in short term projects; new media people work long hours and give projects first priority.  
A further strand in Network Sociality is a move from narrative to information.  Because Network Sociality is not rooted in a common and shared history information is quick, it is compressed in time and space, it is immediate and “compresses meta narratives to a mere point, a signal, a mere event in time” (S. Lash, 2002). Network Sociality mirrors this distinction between narrative and information on a micro sociological level.  Meetings are short and sharp, participants have to get the point as fast as possible, they have to be focused, they exchange information not stories, discourses or narratives.
Network Sociality requires a clear assimilation of play and work.  Professional ties become increasingly playful and play is associated with creativity, experimentation and innovation.  Wittell [(2001) sees it as standing counterpoised to bureaucracy, the protestant work ethic and indeed the community.  The assimilation of play and work is two way; play is invading work and work is invading play.  The social networking in the new media industries is not an add-on to the industry, it is part of the industry.
The final strand in Network Sociality is technological. Network Sociality is a technological sociality in so far as it is deeply embedded in the communication technology, transport technology and technologies that manage relationships.  It is based on phones, faxes, answering machines, voice-mail, video conferencing, mobiles, email, chat rooms, discussion fora, mail lists and web sites.  Network Sociality is de-localised, it is a sociality on the move.  The idea of a one-to-one discourse disentangled from technological devices is becoming rarer. This is transformational; the impact of mobile phones, personal computers and wireless networking means that the whole idea of community has to be rethought (Wittel, 2001). 
Some conclusions 
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