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A bstract

The main purpose of this paper is to outline the meaning and the specific, common features 
that are attributable to cultures of Collaborative Innovation Networks (COINs), as well as 
the possibilities for managing these cultures. The author points to organizational culture 
based upon the concept of gift culture as a consolidating and fostering factor that can be 
consciously created and managed by the communitys founders and its key members who 
hołd leadership positions. The paper is based on an analysis of current literaturę concerning 
cooperation on the Internet within Collaborative Innovation Networks.
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Introduction

The Internet, now under continuous development for over two decades, has 
become a global platform for the exchange of ideas and opinions, and has dramati- 
cally changed the way people communicate. In the recent years, the Internet has been 
undergoing rapid development, mainly due to social network services, which have 
spurred the emergence of informal networks centred around common hobbies and 
pastime activities. Remarkably, already in the mid-1990s and early 2000s, informal 
groups had emerged on the Internet. Those communities were set up by people shar- 
ing common ideas, focused on achieving common goals or centred around certain 
products. These communities are called Collaborative Innovation Networks (COINs). 
A COIN, is defined as “a self-organizing group of highly motivated individuals 
working together towards a common goal not because of orders from their superiors, 
but because the members of a COIN share the same goal and are convinced of their 
common causeT Examples of such groups include communities working together 
on IT open source projects, the most popular being Linux, Open Office, and Apache; 
also Wikipedia groups working on the worlds most popular encyclopaedia, which 
is available in multiple languages; or crowdsourcing networks that work together 
towards solving particular problems, to which members are delegated by particular 
companies or organizations using open innovation mechanisms. Some examples of 
crowdsourcing networks are InnoCentive and GuruStorms. Collaborative Innovation 
Networks can operate independently of the Internet within traditional organizations 
(e.g. Intel, IBM).2,3 However, it is communication via the Internet that has enhanced 
their importance and the scope of their activities.1 2 3 4 These informal communities are 
focused on particular tasks and based on volunteers work. According to Shirky, such 
communities are based on cognitive surplus and use the free time of hundreds of 
people, including experts, as a key source.5 Despite the informality of the community

1 P.A. Gloor, C. Heckman, F. Makedon, Ethical Issues in Collaborative Innovation Networks, paper 
presented at MIT Center for Collective Intelligence, 2004, http://ccs.mit.edu/pgloor%20papers/COIN- 
4Ethicomp.pdf (17.09.2014).

2 H. W. Chesbrough, Open Innovation: The New Imperative for Creating and Profitingfrom Technology, 
Harvard Business School Press 2003.

3 G. Hamel, Waking Up IBM: Howa Gang of Unlikely Rebels Transformed Big Blue, “Harvard Business 
Review”, April 2001.

4 R. Mrówka, Hyperarchy as a New Model of Organisation, “Journal of Management and Financial 
Sciences”, October 2011, vol. IV, issue 6, Department of Management and Finance, Warsaw School of 
Economics, pp. 62-72.

5 C. Shirky, Cognitive Surplus: Creativity and Generosity in a Connected Age, Penguin Press, New 
York 2010.

http://ccs.mit.edu/pgloor%20papers/COIN-4Ethicomp.pdf
http://ccs.mit.edu/pgloor%20papers/COIN-4Ethicomp.pdf
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and the use of volunteers, Solutions worked out by these groups can compete with 
the commercial projects carried out by companies, and these communities are offen 
successful. As an example, Linux is today the most popular operating system used 
in the worlds biggest computers (97% of the 500 biggest computers have Linux 
installed).6 Another example, Wikipedia, outpaces the well recognized Encyclopaedia 
Britannica in terms of popularity, freąuency of updates, and, according to surveys, 
it equals Britannicas reliability (e.g. Giles).7

The aim of this paper is to outline the meaning and the specific, common cultural 
features that are attributable to Collaborative Innovation Networks (COINs), as well 
as the possibilities for managing these cultures. This paper presents the thesis that 
organizational culture, based upon the gift economy concept is both the stimulating 
and consolidating factor for COINs, and can be consciously created and managed 
by the communitys founders and key members who hołd leadership positions. This 
paper is based on analysis of the current literaturę concerning cooperation on the 
Internet within Collaborative Innovation Networks.

1. O rganizational Culture and its M eaning

Before discussing COIN culture, it should be emphasized that this concept can 
raise concerns. It might be ąuestionable as to whether COINs can be treated as an 
organization -  an entity whose immanent feature would be to incorporate a certain 
organizational culture. The ambiguity and volatility of COINs’ borders and the infor- 
mality of their operations might put in doubt the recognition of such organizations as 
entities. On the other hand however, a COIN is distinguished by its distinct isolation 
from the surroundings in which it operates, being perceived as independent by its 
own members and the purposefulness of its operating activity. These elements are 
emphasized as key features of an organization and perceived as a entity by numerous 
authors who define the concept (e.g. Kotarbiński,8 Zieleniewski,9 Kurnal,10 Strategor,11 
and Robbins12). Thus, it seems justifiable to perceive COINs as entities comprising

6 Top500(2014), http://top500.org/statistics/list/ (16.09.2014).
7 J. Giles, Internet Encyclopaedias Go Head to Head, “Naturę”, December 15, 2005, no. 438, http:// 

www.nature.eom/nature/journal/v438/n7070/full/438900a.html (26.03.2012).
8 T. Kotarbiński, Traktat o dobrej robocie, Ossolineum, Wrocław 1965.
9 J. Zieleniewski, Organizacja i zarządzanie, PWN, Warszawa 1976.

10 J. Kurnal, Organizacja, in: Encyklopedia organizacji i zarządzania, eds. L. Pasieczny et al., PWE, 
Warszawa 1982, pp. 320-321.

11 Strategor, Zarządzanie firm ą, PWE, Warszawa 1999.
12 S.P. Robbins, Zasady zachowania w organizacji, Zysk i S-ka, Poznań 2001.

http://top500.org/statistics/list/
http://www.nature.com/nature/journal/v438/n7070/full/438900a.html
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the characteristics attributable to organizations,13 as well as to certain distinctive 
organizational forms,14 which can be assigned features having a specific organizational 
or community culture.15

The importance of organizational culture for contemporary organizations is 
diverse. As pointed out by Aniszewska, “culture plays an adaptive (external) role in an 
organization, which enables for adjustment of [the] organizations activities to [the] 
reąuirements of the environment, as well as [to the] integrative (internal) role -  unit- 
ing employees around common values, [and] ideas and enabling for [a] reduction 
of communication costsT6 An adaptive role means that organizational culture can 
become part of the competitive edge of an organization, which is of great importance 
due to the fact that it is difficult to copy because of the length and complexity of the 
process concerning the building of organizational culture. This situation may occur 
in COINs that compete with traditional organizations. Nevertheless, in this case the 
integrative, internal role gains in importance. The reasons behind this include the 
volatility and temporality of such a community. Specific culture17 and shared vision18 
have the chance to become the components cementing the community together. It 
should be noted however that COINs culture can be distinguished by certain specific 
features, and their importance for the community is unique. According to Goldman 
and Gabriel, due to the characteristics of the Internet, which is used for communi
cation within a community, it is easy to become a member of a COIN.19 Although, 
whether a member will stay in the community longer, is contingent on the COINs 
culture. According to Bacon, organizational culture should lead to the emergence of 
a sense of “belonging” to the community.20 It is the strength of this sense of belonging 
that is the measure of the strength of the whole community. This should be reflected 
in members’ faith in certain values that are common to the community, the commu
nication of those values, and identification with them. Community members should 
be the source of those values. Obstacles that obstruct the building and cementing

13 R. Mrówka, op.cit., pp. 62-72.
14 RA. Glooret al., op.cit.
15 COINs are forms that can not be named unequivocally as organizations, so in relation to them 

the term “community culture” might be used as an equivalent of “organizational culture” in traditional 
organizations.

16 G. Aniszewska, Kultura organizacyjna -  istota zjawiska, in: Kultura organizacyjna w zarządzaniu, 
ed. G. Aniszewska, PWE, Warszawa 2007, p. 25.

17 R. Goldman, R.R Gabriel, Innovation Happens Elsewhere. Open Source as Business Strategy, Morgan 
Kaufmann Publ., San Francisco 2005, p. 5.

18 P.A. Glooret al., op.cit.
19 R. Goldman, R.P. Gabriel, op.cit., p. 65.
20 J. Bacon, The Art of Community, 0 ’Reilly, Beijing, Cambridge, Farnham, Koln, Sebastopol, Taipei, 

Tokyo 2009, p. 5.
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of community organizational culture do not concern the differences between com- 
munity members arising from culture, race or sex (a mixture of various, different 
features is distinguishable for global COINs built on the Internet and these enrich 
such communities). However, in believing in divergent values, the emergence of 
divergent attitudes towards certain issues might pose an obstacle and impede the 
building of organizational culture.21

2. G ift Culture

It is difficult to talk about the universal characteristics attributable to the organ
izational culture of various COINs; the cultures can be entirely different from each 
other, depending on the aim around which a community was set up, the manner 
in which it was founded, and the personality of its founders and subseąuent leaders. 
On the other hand, what seems to be distinguishable in COIN cultures is that they 
are based on the concept of gift culture, described, perhaps exaggeratedly, as a gift 
economy. The concept of gift culture originates with anthropology and means the 
culture of a community in which valuables are not sold, but rather given without any 
explicit agreement for immediate or futurę reward.22 In contrast to a barter economy 
or a market economy, social norms and customs govern gift exchange, rather than 
the explicit exchange of goods or services for money or some other commodity.23 24 25 26 27 
Initially, anthropologists described cases of gift culture occurring in selected primitive 
communities and the rituals carried out by those communities.24,25 Currently, this 
concept can be applied to describing numerous contemporary sociological phenom- 
ena, including those concerning the development of new information technologies 
and the Internet (e.g. Zawojski; Hofmokl).26,27

As pointed out by Mauss in his classic publication about the gift economy, the 
provision of a gift is not entirely a disinterested one.28 A gift receiver undertakes

21 J. Bacon, op.cit., p. 40.
22 D.J. Cheal, The Gift Economy, Routledge, New York 1988.
23 R. Kranton, Reciprocal Exchange: A Self-Sustaining System, “American Economic Review”, Sep- 

tember 1996, vol. 86, issue 4, pp. 830-51.
24 M. Harris, Cows, Pigs, Wars, and Witches: TheRiddles of Culture, Random House, New York 1974.
25 B. Malinowski, Argonauci zachodniego Pacyfiku. Relacje o poczynaniach i przygodach krajowców 

z Nowej Gwinei, in: B. Malinowski, Dzieła, t. III, PWN, Warszawa 1981.
26 P. Zawojski, Cyberkulturowa rewitalizacja ekonomii daru, “Opcje” 2006, no. 3.
27 J. Hofmokl, Internet jako  nowe dobro wspólne, Wydawnictwa Akademickie i Profesjonalne, 

Warszawa 2009.
2S M. Mauss, Szkic o darze. Forma i podstawa wymiany w społecznościach archaicznych, in: M. Mauss, 

Socjologia i antropologia, PWN, Warszawa 1973.
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to provide, in return, their own gift of a comparable or higher value. In conseąuence, 
a gift provision leads to the emergence of social relation. An obligation arises, 
in which each of the parties derives a profit. Disinterest in the exchange of gifts is 
thus illusory. Rheingold describes gift economy as “a marriage of altruism and self 
interest”.29 A culture combining collectivism and individualism arises. Providing 
a gift to a community entails building an individual position for the gift provider 
within a community, which then has the possibility of exerting an influence on the 
activities carried out by the community.30

Raymond was one of the first to associate the gift culture with the open source 
software movement.31 He pointed out the lack of money or goods exchange, a dis- 
tinctive feature of the gift economy, and emphasized the building and enhancing of 
social relations based on gifts exchange. Castells, who focuses his considerations on 
the hacker community, emphasized, as already described by Mauss,32 the advantages 
connected with the provision of gifts, which in Internet communities lead to the 
enhancement of the individual’s position in the community:

Freedom combines with cooperation through the practice of the gift culture, eventually 
leading to a gift economy. A hacker will post his or her contribution to software 
development on the Net in the expectation of reciprocity. The gift culture in the 
hacker world is specific vis-a-vis other gift cultures. Prestige, reputation, and social 
esteem are linked to the relevance of the gift to the community. So, it is not only 
the expected return for generosity, but the immediate gratification of displaying 
to everybody the hacker s ingenuity. [... ] The recognition comes not only from giving 
but from producing a valuable object (innovative software).33

The importance of gift culture cannot only be reduced to the hacker or programmer 
communities carrying out open source projects. In reality, assumptions attributable 
to gift culture are applied in almost every Internet community and also in COINs 
built on global networks. As noted by Zawojski, “In cyber culture a gift culture is 
significantly valuable -  it is undoubtedly one of the most crucial factors constituting 
cyberspace as a social phenomenon”.34 To a significant degree the COIN phenomenon

29 H. Rheingold, Virtual Community, Minerva, London 1994, p. 58.
30 M. Bergąuist, J. Ljungberg, The Power o} Gifts: Organizing Social Relationships in Open Source 

Communities, "Information Systems Journal” 2001, no. 11, p. 319.
31 E.S. Raymond, Homesteading the Noosphere 2000, http://catb.org/~esr/writings/homestead- 

ing/homesteading/ (12.03.2012).
32 M. Mauss, op.cit.
33 M. Castells, The Internet Galaxy: Reflections on the Internet, Business, and Society, Oxford University 

Press 2001, p. 47.
34 P. Zawojski, op.cit.

http://catb.org/~esr/writings/homestead-ing/homesteading/
http://catb.org/~esr/writings/homestead-ing/homesteading/
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is caused by the possibility for the development of giff culture in the contemporary 
Internet community. What makes it distinguishable from traditional organizations is 
the replacement of relations based on traditional money exchange, by relations based 
on the exchange of gifts and the prestige gained due to this. Barbrook describes this 
phenomenon as “hi-tech giff economy”:

For most of its users, the Net is somewhere to work, play, love, learn and discuss 
with other people. Unrestricted by physical distance, they collaborate with each other 
without the direct mediation of money or politics. Unconcerned about copyright, 
they give and receive information without thought of payment. In the absence of 
States or markets to mediate social bonds, network communities are instead formed 
through the mutual obligations created by gifts of time and ideas.35

In COINs the gifts comprise of information, knowledge, skills, and eventually 
the calculation capabilities of computers.36

Contemporary hi-tech giff culture is significantly different from the giff cultures of 
primitive communities in numerous ways. As noted by Kollock, members of Internet 
communities do not have to act in favour of people they know, and a giff provided 
to a certain community member might be reciprocated by any other group mem- 
ber.37 This reąuires morę confidence and generosity from COIN members,38 because 
giff sharing entails a significant risk -  the provided giff may neither be accepted 
nor appreciated. In this case, the provision of a giff will not contribute to building 
the individual’s position within a community In hi-tech giff culture the value of the 
giff increases with its recognition by the community, that is, with the intensity and 
duration of its use by the community.39 In this aspect, the giff economy operates 
in an entirely different manner to a classical economy, as described, for example, by 
Hardin,40 with the use of the so called “the tragedy of the commons”, in which the 
individual profit achieved by one member leads to a loss that is incurred by other 
community members.41 In Internet hi-tech giff culture, the success and profit achieved 
by an individual are correlated with the success and profit achieved by the community,

35 R. Barbrook, The Hi-Tech GiftEconomy, "First Monday”, December 5,2005, Special issue #3: Inter
net banking, e-money, and Internet gift economies, http://firstmonday.org/htbin/cgiwrap/bin/ojs/index. 
php/fm/rt/printerFriendly/1517/1432#author (18.09.2014).

36 J. Hofmokl, op.cit., p. 225.
37 P. Kollock, The Economies of Online Cooperation: Gifts and Public Goods in Cyberspace, in Com

munities in Cyberspace, eds. M. Smith, P. Kollock, Routledge, London 1999.
38 P.A. Glooret al., op.cit.
39 J. Hofmokl, op.cit., p. 225.
40 G. Hardin, The Tragedy o f the Commons, “Science”, December 13, 1968, vol. 162, no. 3859, 

pp. 1243-1248.
41 J. Hofmokl, op.cit., p. 228.

http://firstmonday.org/htbin/cgiwrap/bin/ojs/index
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which has put its confidence in an individual in return for a giff contributed to the 
community in the form of information, knowledge or goals achieved thanks to them.

What does it mean for the COINs, founders that the community functions on 
the basis of giff culture? Goldman and Gabriel emphasize the necessity of building 
a community of “givers” rather than a community of “takers”; a community based on 
reciprocal positive actions.42 Interactions based on gifts will not be maintained over 
a long period of time, unless they are repeated, and the input provided by the mem- 
bers is reciprocated.43 This rule must be elear to all potential community members. 
They should be aware of the fact they are involved in setting up and undertaking 
a project based on giff sharing. The values and standards of the community should 
be linked to the process of sharing and building individual positions within the for- 
mal or informal hierarchy on the basis of the evaluation of gifts.44 This constitutes 
the cultural rationale behind emerging meritocracy.45 Obviously, to certain degree 
it is possible for both giff and market economies to co-exist. According to Zawojski:

these (sic) both types of social cooperation can be complementary to each other, against 
all appearances; those paradigms are not mutually exclusive. In fact, in contemporary 
conditions, they have a synergic potential to create a combined, enhanced effect 
when combined together [...] a ground for creating a (sic) new economic rules that 
manage the Internet community.46 47 48

Thus, it is possible for COINs to include a member that is remunerated by an 
external partner or sponsor, however, this should not be a key factor in determining 
the member s position within the community.

3.Values Shared by COINs

Giff culture fosters values such as cooperation, confidence, and loyalty,47,48 which 
should become the fundamental values that are proclaimed and observed by COINs, 
and become elements of their community culture. These values have a potential

42 R. Goldman, R.R Gabriel, op.cit., p. 218.
43 J. ffofmokf, op.cit., p. 224.
44 M. Bergąuist, J. Ljungberg, op.cit., p. 319.
45 M. Castells, op.cit.
46 R Zawojski, op.cit.
47 J. Hofmokf, op.cit., p. 228.
48 P.A. Glooret al., op.cit.
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to spur the development of COINs and cement them in place -  this is a prereąuisite 
of success. According to Goldman and Gabriel, COINs morę often resemble a family 
than a business undertaking.49 Relations between people are morę important than 
relations between groups (e.g. membership in another organization or taking on 
a sponsor does not matter). Relations between members evolve due to the continuous 
interactions that are occurring between partners.

As emphasized by Bacon, COIN culture should be based on respect.50 This makes 
community members feel comfortable, irrespective of the level of their own skills, 
and the scope of their input (gift) in contributing to the community It is particu- 
larly important to show respect to new members, who at the beginning might feel 
uncertain or withdrawn. Whereas, in light of the dynamism of the community, it is 
crucial for older community members to be gradually replaced by new members, 
and old competences to be complemented by the new ones.

For many COINs, it seems crucial to develop a culture based on experimentation; 
a culture allowing for the possibility of the unrestricted creation of new, experimen- 
tal Solutions and being able to demonstrate them to community members.51 Also, 
in this case, the uniąueness of gift culture is applied. It combines individualism with 
collectivism: with the support of the community, an individual has the opportunity 
to come up with their own Solutions, which is provided to the community in a form 
of a gift. Subseąuently, the community evaluates the gift and provides feedback, and 
depending on the evaluation, accepts the gift, adapts it or rejects it. Positive feedback 
contributes to the enhancement of the individual s position within the community. It 
is crucial that the members of a community that promotes a culture based on exper- 
imentation provide individuals with conditions that spur an experimental attitude, 
instead of impeding an individual’s creativity and thus inhibiting the development 
of new Solutions. Transparency in activities is extremely helpful in this case. On the 
one hand this results from features attributable to Internet communities (information 
symmetry, the possibility for peer-to-peer communication),52 but on the other, it has 
to become a significant feature distinguishing COIN culture from other organizations 
that are promoted and emphasized by its members.

There are many similar, but crucial values attributable to COINs that do not have 
to be universal. It is remarkable that the culture of a community does not have to be 
universal for the whole period of its functioning. Even in a traditional organizations,

49 R. Goldman, R.R Gabriel, op.cit., p. 64.
50 J. Bacon, op.cit., p. 40.
51 J. Bacon, op.cit., p. 79.
52 R. Mrówka, op.cit., pp.62-72.
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it may be doubtful that it encompasses one integrated organizational culture.53 Fre- 
ąuently, especially in large, morę complex structures, there are subcultures that are 
morę or less coherent with the so called dominating culture. In COINs, due to the 
continuous changes, geographical dispersion, and vague borders, this phenomenon 
can even be intensified. In reality, as suggested by Bacon, COINs can be compared 
to a trees trunk: respective groups of members, by joining the community, create 
a kind of series of generations -  rings in a tree trunk -  each comprising its own 
history, leaders, values and subculture.54 In terms of core values and attitudes, it is 
indisputable that these generations, these subcultures, should be compliant with the 
major culture, however, they can represent certain differences.

From the perspective of managing a COIN, it is crucial to indicate a goal towards 
which a community culture can be further developed so that it will be able to pre- 
serve its coherence in terms of basie values and attitudes. A feature that is specific 
to COINs is the lack of, or very limited, physical contact between its members. Can 
these factors become a barrier impeding the creation of an appropriate, coherent 
community culture, distinguishable by at least some of the values described above? 
It should be remarked on that these values concentrate on sharing, confidence, and 
team work, that is, areas in which physical contact seems to be of great importance.

4. D evelopm ent o f COIN's Culture

Flowever, a lack of physical contact between COIN members can be compensated 
for by other mechanisms that are distinctive to COINs. Communication using the 
Internet and the tools available on the Internet provide each member with unre- 
stricted access to all the sources available in the community and its achievements. 
It is important that every community member can be a source of information for 
other community members (including new members), and not only for selected 
persons. The aforementioned activities stimulate the building of an atmosphere of 
mutual confidence, openness and encouragement for members to contribute gifts 
to the community. In reality, the vehicles of Internet culture can be madę up of 
vocabulary, customs, practices, values, codes of ethics characteristic of community 
members, legends, and a common history concerning the respective stages of the

53 G. Aniszewska, op.cit., p. 19.
54 J. Bacon, op.cit., pp. 32-33.
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community s functioning.55,56 Due to the fact that these factors are available to each 
community member, they play a key role in the organizations memory; new mem- 
bers can easily adopt these values and norms. The vocabulary used by a community 
is significantly important -  despite the fact that verbal expressions consists of levels 
of artefacts, this is the most visible, but simultaneously the most shallow component 
of the organizational culture in Scheins model.55 56 57 Learning the language attributable 
to Internet communities is almost a prereąuisite for a new member to be admitted 
and accepted by the community. Simultaneously, the language contributes to the 
building of the community s uniąueness. Additionally, in many cases, it makes the 
community distinctive, and above all, it constitutes one of the features characteristic 
for COINs and contributes to the promotion of the community.58

A key role in the development of COIN culture is played by the COIN s founders 
and leaders.59 Admittedly, due to the limited or lack of physical contact, the impact of 
leaders from various levels of the community on other members is diminished, however, 
it is still important. From the perspective of creating a certain community culture, 
and promoting certain norms and values, the most crucial are attitudes promoted 
by the founders and leaders. The leaders’ behaviour, which has symbolic meaning, 
constitutes one of the most effective means of creating a community s culture.60 It 
becomes the leaders’ task to inspire community members with their attitude and the 
activities they undertake, and so stimulate the community into undertaking certain 
activities, which, if repeated, contribute to building the community s codę of values 
and norms. Symbolic behaviour and a permanent influence over the community has 
an impact on creating the leaders themselves. From this perspective, however, leaders 
must be aware of the symbolic meaning of their behaviour and activities. Behind their 
behaviour they should have in mind a goal that leads to building selected, deeply 
considered cultural values.

From the perspective of the development and the swift spread of culture within 
a community, limited physical contact between COIN members can be an obstacle. 
As noted by Schein in his classic dissertation, Organizational Culture and Leadership, 
“Experience in meetings and groups teaches all of us how ąuickly culture forms

55 R. Goldman, R.R Gabriel, op.cit., p. 5.
56 RA. Glooret al., op.cit.
57 E.H. Schein, Organizational Culture and Leadership, Jossey-Bass Publ., San Francisco, Washington, 

London 1985, p. 14.
58 R. Goldman, R.R Gabriel, op.cit., p. XX.
59 R. Mrówka, Przywództwo w nowej organizacji hiperarchicznej, in: Ekonomia, nauki o zarządzaniu, 

finanse i nauki prawne wobec światowych przemian kulturowych, społecznych, gospodarczych i politycznych, 
eds. R. Bartkowiak, J. Ostaszewski, Oficyna Wydawnicza SGH, Warszawa 2011, pp. 723-734.

60 J. Bacon, op.cit., p. 75.
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in even a few meetings. The group forms a language of its own, attaches its own 
meanings to events, and develops assumptions about itself and its environment that 
begin to operate as silent filters of perceptions”.61 The possibility of direct contact, 
face to face meetings, exchange of views and integration, accelerates the development 
of a culture. Admittedly, as already pointed out previously, the specific language of 
a community may be developed also as a result of contact based on the use of elec- 
tronic tools and the Internet. On the other hand, however, at least for some members, 
the limited scope for direct interaction might pose a problem. However, there are 
certain ideas that point to the possibility of arranging appointments and integrating 
events that contribute to the dissemination of cultural values in virtual communities. 
Tbese activities aim to improve communication within a community, which seems 
to have a crucial impact on the success achieved by the community.62 Bacon points 
out two types of events that can play an integrative role: online events and physi- 
cal events.63 Tbeir functions are fairly similar: the possibility for having informal 
interactions, breaking routine, and recognition of the moods that are prevailing 
in the community, as well as the possibility for directing the attention of community 
members onto specific areas, and the easier emergence of leaders during informal 
meetings. In a geographically dispersed global community it is easier to achieve 
higher attendance during virtual events. Contemporary technology provides the 
opportunity to arrange virtual meetings with the use of Internet Communications, 
chat, and IRC channels, as well as arrange meetings in a virtual environment such 
as the gamę, Second Tife. Tbese meetings can have a morę or less formal character 
as can their aims. For example, the aim of “tutorial week” is to educate community 
members and share best practice. The aim behind the “focused activity day” or “online 
discussion meeting” is solving or discussing an issue connected with the realization 
of the community’s tasks; but the aim of the “online party” is solely to celebrate the 
community s success and have the possibility for informal discussion.64,65 Each of the 
aforementioned forms contributes indirectly to the fostering certain values within 
the community while also promoting openness, ideas sharing, establishing relations; 
thus it has a culture building function.

61 E.H. Schein, op.cit., p. 41.
62 S. Weber, Patterns of Governance in Open Source, in: Open Sources 2.0. The Continuing Revolution, 

eds. Ch. DiBona, D. Cooper, M. Stone, 0 ’Reilly, Beijing, Cambridge, Koln, London, Paris, Sebastopol, 
Taipei, Tokyo 2006, p. 365.

63 J. Bacon, op.cit., p. 304.
64 J. Bacon, op.cit., p. 333.
65 J. Cothrel, R.L. Williams, On-Line Communities: Helping them Form and Grow, “Journal of Knowl- 

edge Management” 1999, vol. 3, issue 1, pp. 54-60.
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Many authors, including the practitioners who set up COINs, support supplement- 
ing events occurring in a virtual network with real events.66,67,68 It cannot be denied 
that mailing lists, web sites, and Internet forums play a crucial role in the community s 
existence, however, face to face meetings seem to be important as well. Connecting 
faces with names, listening to an interlocutors voice, watching their expression within 
a group -  these factors enable members to see other community members as indi- 
viduals. Physical meetings contribute to the enhancement of a community s culture, 
help to define the community s identity, strengthen relations between members, and 
build up their own values and philosophy reflecting the personalities of key members 
and leaders. Apart from this, meetings can have very substantive goals that are strictly 
connected with generał goals, although they contribute to the enhancement of the 
community s culture. The pretext behind their organization can be the discussion 
of certain issues, problems occurring within the community, the presentation of the 
community s achievements in front of a wider audience (e.g. during a conference), 
and meeting with interesting people. Contacts madę and relations built during such 
events will have an impact on the further functioning of the community However, it 
should be emphasized that due to communities worldwide dispersion, the chances for 
gathering all the community members in one place, at one time are rather minimal.

Conclusions

When summarizing considerations concerning CO IN cultures, the significance of 
this concept should be emphasized for multiple reasons. The sole fact that the culture 
of this type of community is based on the gift culture concept makes this culture dis- 
tinguishable from other structures. The importance of the culture as a consolidating 
factor seems to be morę significant than in traditional organizations. This is due to the 
fact that the openness and voluntary membership that are attributable to this culture 
do not, in fact, leave any alternative for consolidating the community The virtual 
character of the communication (which, to a certain degree, can be complemented by 
traditional means of communication) in certain aspects impedes the dissemination 
of the culture, and the propagation of its values. On the other hand, it provides new 
opportunities for spreading those values. Remarkably, the key role in this process is 
still connected with the leadership function. Nevertheless, the culture itself can be

66 R. Goldman, R.R Gabriel, op.cit., p. 172.
67 J. Bacon, op.cit., p. 304.
68 J. Cothrel, R.L. Williams, op.cit.
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a crucial tool in enhancing the day-to-day management of the community. Hence, 
the process of building the community s culture seems to be one of the most crucial 
success factors behind successful COINs.
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