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Introduction

T

his book begins with a simple, yet fundamental proposition: the proposition
that to describe the creative, collaborative, and ad hoc engagement with
content for which user-led spaces such as the Wikipedia act as examples, the
term ‘production’ is no longer accurate. This, I argue, is true even where we re-imagine
the concept of production as ‘user-led production,’ ‘commons-based peer production,’
or more prosaicly as the production of ‘customer-made’ products: not the adjectives
and qualifiers which we may attach to the term ‘production’ are the problem, but the
very noun itself.
Users who participate in the development of open source software, in the collaborative extension and editing of the Wikipedia, in the communal world-building of Second Life, or processes of massively parallelized and decentralized creativity and
innovation in myriads of enthusiast communities do no longer produce content,
ideas, and knowledge in a way that resembles traditional, industrial modes of production; the outcomes of their work similarly retain only few of the features of conventional products, even though frequently they are able to substitute for the outputs of
commercial production processes. User-led content ‘production’ is instead built on
iterative, evolutionary development models in which often very large communities of
participants make a number of usually very small, incremental changes to the established knowledge base, thereby enabling a gradual improvement in quality which—
under the right conditions—can nonetheless outpace the speed of product development in the conventional, industrial model.
Such modes of content creation—involving large communities of users, who act
without an all-controlling, coordinating hierarchy—operate along lines which are fluid,
flexible, heterarchical, and organized ad hoc as required by the ongoing process of development; they are more closely aligned with the emergent organizational principles
in social communities than with the predetermined, supposedly optimized rigid structures of governance in the corporate sphere. User-led content creation in this new
model harnesses the collected, collective intelligence of all participants, and manages—
though in some cases better than in others—to direct their contributions to where they
are best able to make a positive impact.
This style of content creation must be examined, then, without the baggage of
‘common sense’ assumptions and understandings about industrial processes of con-
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tent production which we have developed over the past century. Industrial modes of
production, from this point of view, provide only one possible paradigm for the development of products, and ‘products’ themselves are only one possible configuration of
information, knowledge, and creative work—and not necessarily the most appropriate
such configuration in the emerging context of the information age.
Terminology itself, then, is part of the problem: the very term ‘product’ necessarily implies a specific form of outcome, a process of reaching that outcome, and a set of
likely consumer interactions with that outcome. Microsoft Windows, to pick just one
example, is clearly a product (if at its core an informational one), has been developed
following an industrial process of production, and is offered to the consumer to use,
but not to extend and contribute to; it is less clear, on the other hand, whether the
same can truthfully be said about open source software such as the Linux operating
system or the Firefox Web browser, even though they can be used as substitutes for
comparable closed-source products.
To overcome the terminological dilemma which faces us as we attempt to examine processes of user-led content creation, we must introduce new terms into the debate. The concept of produsage is such a term: it highlights that within the
communities which engage in the collaborative creation and extension of information
and knowledge that we examine in this book, the role of ‘consumer’ and even that of
‘end user’ have long disappeared, and the distinctions between producers and users of
content have faded into comparative insignificance. In many of the spaces we encounter here, users are always already necessarily also producers of the shared knowledge
base, regardless of whether they are aware of this role—they have become a new, hybrid, produser.

Produsage in Context
Produsage exists within a wider context of new and emerging concepts for describing
the social, technological, and economic environment of user-led content creation. In
particular, two terms have been used widely (and sometimes all too liberally) to describe the technological and technosocial frameworks for produsage communities:
Web 2.0, and social software.
Coates provides a useful definition of social software:
Social software is a particular sub-class of software-prosthesis that concerns itself with
the augmentation of human, social and / or collaborative abilities through structured
mediation (this mediation may be distributed or centralised, top-down or bottomup/emergent).1

Many of the collaborative spaces provided by social software have become environments for produsage, as we see throughout this book; social software alone—
understood, in line with Coates, as a prosthesis for human collaboration—cannot in
itself guarantee the rise of produsage as an alternative to production, however. What it
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does offer, then, is a toolkit to support the produsage processes and principles which
we encounter in greater detail in the following chapters:






it removes “the real-world limitations placed on social and / or collaborative
behaviour by factors such as language, geography, background, financial
status, etc.” by providing the tools for widespread, equitable collaboration
across large communities of users;
it compensates “for human inadequacies in processing, maintaining or developing social and / or collaborative mechanisms,” especially also as they relate to the limitations imposed by geography, by providing tools and
mechanisms for the development and maintenance of collaborative networks
which can be organized and reconfigured ad hoc as required by the task at
hand;
it creates “environments or distributed tool-sets that pull useful end results
out of human social and / or collaborative behaviour” by providing the
means of filtering and evaluating collaborative processes and outputs and
thereby harnessing and harvesting the most successful teams and content
contributions.2

These affordances of social software speak directly to the core principles of produsage
as we outline them in the following chapter; indeed, the technological characteristics
of social software have emerged in parallel to and under mutual feedback with the social, organizational, and intellectual characteristics of produsage as we will soon encounter them.
Closely aligned to this understanding of social software as the technology to support and enable sociality and collaboration is the concept of Web 2.0, which highlights specifically the implications of such socially based content creation for the
economic world. The term Web 2.0—which, it should be noted, has also been frequently criticized for its implication of a revolutionary new stage in Internet development, rather than portraying it as a gradual shift as may be more accurate—was
introduced by Tim O’Reilly, who provides a useful definition:
Web 2.0 is the business revolution in the computer industry caused by the move to
the internet as platform, and an attempt to understand the rules for success on that
new platform.3

Among these rules are the following:
1.
2.
3.

Don’t treat software as an artifact, but as a process of engagement with your
users. (“The perpetual beta”)
Open your data and services for re-use by others, and re-use the data and services
of others whenever possible. (“Small pieces loosely joined”)
Don’t think of applications that reside on either client or server, but build
applications that reside in the space between devices. (“Software above the level
of a single device”)4
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Although there has been significant debate about the concept of Web 2.0 and the
many other derivative ‘2.0’ concepts it has spawned, focusing largely on the fact that
many such terms can be seen as a blatant attempt by incumbent corporate players to
cash in on the rise of collaborative content creation without embracing the core principles outlined by O’Reilly and others, the buzzword status of Web 2.0 and similar
terms also indicates the significant commercial and industrial attention now paid to
the new models of community and content development now emerging from the
realm of social software. As we see throughout this book, the environments of what we
will describe as produsage now often offer credible alternatives to and sustained competition for established industries and their products. For many corporate players who
have found it impossible to contain the rise of such alternatives, the question has now
shifted from containment to engagement—what models are available for them to harvest the content created by these communities, and to harness the communities themselves for their own purposes; what new business opportunities lie in helping rather
than hindering the creation and distribution of content created within such communities? We return to examine such questions throughout this book.
In addition to the technological and commercial recognition of produsage as a
major driver of change in these contexts, recent years have also seen an increasing
popular attention on produsage environments—especially, perhaps, on some of its
most visible proponents, such as blogs, Wikipedia, and YouTube. Time Magazine, for example, broke with tradition to make ‘you’—that is, all of us who participate in collaborative content creation environments—its ‘Person of the Year’ in 2006, while in the
same year, Advertising Age also named the consumer as ‘Advertising Agency of the
Year,’ recognizing the impact of user-led knowledge sharing on consumption patterns.
In a similar vein, Trendwatching (a key observer of new trends in corporate/user
engagement) even suggests that an entire new ‘Generation C’ has emerged, creating
“an avalanche of consumer generated ‘content’ that is building on the Web, adding
tera-peta bytes of new text, images, audio and video on an ongoing basis.”5 Generation
C should not be misunderstood as a strictly generationally bounded grouping, of
course—it is defined by attitude and aptitude, that is, by the interest and ability to participate in the online communities of produsage, more than by the age or background
of participants: Trendwatching suggests that “anyone with even a tiny amount of creative talent can (and probably will) be part of this not-so-exclusive trend.”6
For Trendwatching, the ‘C’ in Generation C stands for ‘content’ only in the first
place; additional themes include “Creativity, Casual Collapse, Control, and Celebrity.”7 This returns us to wider economic and legal questions which the emergence of
produsage as an alternative model to production raises: does the user-led, collaborative, and at least initially often non-profit model of produsage spell the ‘casual collapse’ of traditional content and copyright industries, as well as of other entities
traditionally charged with the accumulation and dissemination of information,
knowledge, and creative works (including journalism, educational institutions, and the
mass media)? Who owns and controls the vast communal information and knowledge
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resources which have already been created by produser communities, and are further
extended in a continuous process; how do such content repositories relate to the
realm of copyrighted content, and how reliant are they on appropriating, incorporating, remixing, and mashing up materials which they have no permission to use? Who
are the leaders and emerging celebrities of these new communities, and what opportunity is there for them to build sustainable careers from their participation in produsage, either within the realm of produsage itself, or by transitioning into the more
conventional production industries? Is there, indeed, the space for a stance of seasoned produsers as bridges between produsage and production, perhaps along the
lines outlined by Leadbeater and Miller: they suggest that “in the last two decades a
new breed of amateur has emerged: the Pro-Am, amateurs who work to professional
standards. … The Pro-Ams are knowledgeable, educated, committed and networked,
by new technology.”8 We highlight and explore such questions throughout the book.
The concept of produsage is intended as a means of connecting such developments in the cultural, social, commercial, intellectual, economic, and societal realms.
The task at hand is to synthesize the various available approaches to examining what
happens in commons-based peer production, social software, Web 2.0, and related
environments, to move beyond the commonplace assumptions associated with traditional concepts of producers, products, and production, and to develop a systematic
understanding of the processes, principles, and participants of produsage.
This book will necessarily serve only as a first contribution to that task. Produsage
itself continues to evolve, both on the level of specific produsage projects and environments and on the broader level of harnessing community collaboration in the service of new aims and goals, and it is likely that some of the specific projects discussed
here will have been superseded by new developments even six or twelve months from
now. But whether we are still speaking of MySpace, YouTube, or OurMedia at that
point, or whether they have been replaced by ever more intricately designed, outlandishly named successors, the phenomenon of produsage itself as abstracted beyond its
specific sites is likely to continue and develop, and we have much to learn both from
success and from failure. The principles of produsage as we outline them in Chapter 2
are likely to remain prevalent for the foreseeable future, and a key task of research in
this area is to investigate how best to build on these principles in order to create strong
and sustainable produsage communities and projects.
It also remains possible, of course, that the continuing tendency towards harvesting the outputs of produsage communities for commercial gain, or towards hijacking
the communities themselves by locking them into corporate-controlled environments,
combined with stronger enforcement of commercial copyrights, will serve to fundamentally undermine participant enthusiasm for taking place in produsage projects.
Recent experience in related fields suggests that ostensibly anti-community efforts tend
not to have the intended effect, however, but instead simply serve to drive communities further out of the reach of corporate intervention; this, certainly, is the lesson now
grudgingly learnt by the music industry, and slowly dawning on the movie and televi-
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sion industries. By contrast, a more benign corporate embrace may produce benefits to
both industry and community, as the contrasting community reactions to the closure
of Napster and the establishment of iTunes indicate. Positive commercial take-up of
produsage ideas and principles will similarly help to accelerate trends while maintaining industry sustainability; negative efforts to undermine produsage, on the other
hand, may also accelerate the prevailing trend towards produsage, but for very different reasons.
At any rate, the rapid speed of change in online information, knowledge, and
creative work which is described by produsage serves to indicate the magnitude of the
continuing paradigm shift which we are currently experiencing. Written in the midst
of this paradigm shift, not all the observations made in this book may be agreeable to
all readers, and not all the projects highlighted here as key examples for produsage
may ultimately prove to be successful and influential, despite their ability to generate
significant early enthusiasm. However, as Alvin Toffler noted at the dawn of the Information Age, in writing his 1970 book Future Shock: “in dealing with the future, at
least for the purposes at hand, it is more important to be imaginative and insightful
than to be one hundred percent ‘right.’ Theories do not have to be ‘right’ to be enormously useful.”9
The concept and theory of produsage which is introduced in this book, I hope,
will prove a useful tool to understand and describe the present shift away from industrial modes of production and towards collaborative, user-led content creation. In
keeping with the core principles of produsage itself, where knowledge remains always
in the process of development, and where information remains always unfinished, extensible, and evolving, this book is intended as the starting-point, not the closing
statement, in a conversation about produsage and its implications; it should not be
read as providing a final definition of produsage and its processes that must remain
fixed in stone (or at least in ink on paper) forever.
That said, I realize the irony of offering this opening statement of an ongoing
conversation about produsage in a form which epitomizes the very model of traditional, industrial production which produsage so thoroughly departs from—in the
form of a printed book. The book format is also a useful indication, however, that, for
all the enthusiasm about produsage and related forms of user-led content creation, the
process of establishing produsage as a credible and reliable alternative for industrial
production has only just begun; the final balance between production and produsage
(none is likely to replace the other entirely, of course) remains yet to be determined.
Although this book emerges from traditional industrial models of research and publishing, I would very much like to invite interested readers to continue the conversation about produsage through the means of produsage itself—both in direct
engagement with me, for example through my Website and research blog at
snurb.info, and on a wider scale through the appropriate environments of collaborative knowledge management: see, for example, if there’s a Wikipedia entry on “produsage” in your language yet…
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