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The level of transience and the level of laterality represent two structural dimensions 
of generative collectives that together form a space that maps or models the level of 
generative capacity that can be attributed to a collective. The framework as illustrated 
in Figure 4.1 below represents a typology (Doty and Glick, 1994) of generative 
collectives that uses the two aforementioned structural dimensions of generative 
collectives to predict the variance in collective generative capacity. Therefore 
variations in collective generative capacity correspond to different structural 

Chapter 4
A Structural Typology for 

Modeling Generative Collectives

Figure 4.1 Typology of Generative Collectives.
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configurations of Internet-based collectives vis-à-vis these two dimensions. Hence, 
generative acts of rejuvenating, reconfiguring, reframing and revolutionizing can take 
place in a diverse range of structural configurations that adhere to different socio-
political logics and display different relational architectures (Sydow and Staber 2002; 
Grabher 2004a; 2004b; Grabher and Ibert 2005; Obstfeld 2005; Haythornthwaite 
2005). 

4.1 Four Ideal Types of Generative Collectives

Building on the typology above, four ideal types of generative collectives are deline-
ated, namely institutions, communities, projects, and waves. This implies that these 
four ideal types are not categories of Internet-based collectives, rather, each ideal 
type represents a holistic configuration of the two structural dimensions—temporal 
span and hierarchical span—used to describe this set of ideal types. Therefore, real 
Internet-based collectives may be more or less similar to an ideal type, but they 
should not be assigned to one of the ideal types in the typology. 

Accordingly, even though Figure 4.1 suggests bipolar dimensions, stable versus 
transient and hierarchy versus lateral, in essence we should think of the two 
structural dimensions—temporal span and hierarchical span—as continuums. The 
ideal types as proposed in this paper therefore represent the extremes of the two 
dimensions—temporal span and hierarchical span. Nevertheless, actual Internet-
based collectives can vary along these two structural dimensions and their levels of 
collective generative capacity can be determined by capturing their similarity to one 
or more of the ideal types. This similarity—i.e. the amount of deviation—between 
an observed collective and each of the ideal types—is used to predict the generative 
capacity of Internet-based collectives. This deviation constitutes a fit index (Doty 
and Glick, 1994), which can be used to predict the dependent variable, collective 
generative capacity. 

In what follows, the four ideal types as visualized in Figure 4.1 will be discussed and 
illustrated with a comparable vignette. It is important to note that these are mere 
approximations of ideal types, since empirical examples of ideal types are expected to 
be rare. Furthermore, these vignettes serve as empirical examples of our theoretical 
propositions regarding the relation between structure and collective generative 
capacity. Hence, it will be argued that certain structural configurations are more likely 
to result in a higher potential (i.e. capacity) for generativity, which does not imply 
that in practice it necessarily always or in all cases leads to more generative output. 
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4.1.1 Institutions

The most stable and hierarchical ideal type of generative collectives are institutions. 
Institutions, in the traditional sense, are structures that are self-organizing and self-
regulatory, characterized by strong normative structures for governing cooperative 
human behavior through the formulation and enforcement of rules. The formation 
of institutions is often considered a case of emergence rather than an instance of 
deliberate organization alone, in the sense that institutions often emerge, evolve 
and operate in ways that exceed and depart from the conscious intentions of those 
individuals involved in their formation (Goldspink, 2007). 

In the context of Internet-based collectives, one can identify what some refer to as 
global network institutions (Goldspink, 2007); volunteer networks composed of 
heterogeneous actors that self-organize and self-regulate and thereby give rise to 
and maintain an institutional form of collective which subsequently enables and 
restrains certain types of behavior due to deeper, more resilient aspects of social 
structure (Scott, 2004; DiMaggio and Powell, 1991). 

An illustration of these global network institutions is the Wikipedia foundation12 

(see Vignette 1). Within these global network institutions, sets of rules and norms 

Vignette 1 The Institution Ideal Type

Institution Ideal Type: Wikipedia Foundation

“Wikipedia, the free encyclopedia that anyone can edit”, started from the 
concept of open editing and the aim of giving everyone access to the 
total pool of human knowledge through creating a free encyclopedia. 
In Wikipedia, the vast majority of edits (about 80%) are done by a 
very close-knit community of about 600 to 1000 volunteers who are 
in constant communication with each other (Wales, 2005). This tight 
community, which encompasses the core Wikipedians, self-monitors 
and monitors all the activities and edits that occur on the website. It 
is from the interactions and mutual engagements of these volunteers that a set of formal and 
informal rules and norms have emerged that provide the basis for a strong self-organizing and 
self-regulatory global network institution. 

Hence, Wikipedia is characterized by a stable and hierarchical structure—with a small and stable 
esoteric community occupying a central and coordinating role in relation to the wider exoteric 
circle. This rather rigid and solid structure of Wikipedia has a negative effect on collective generative 
capacity, hence, on the ability to rejuvenate, reconfigure, reframe, and revolutionize.

12 It is important to note that although the Open Source movement and Wikipedia overall belong to the class 
of institutions, the community as a whole encompasses more transient project teams where people work to-
gether to accomplish one particular task. In case of the latter, we can account for these transient Open Source 
project teams through the project ideal type. 
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emerge from the ongoing engagements of volunteers in creating and maintaining the 
community in response to its exponential growth. Even though the rules and norms in 
these Internet-based collectives may be primarily informal or soft in nature, relative 
stable and hierarchical structures of self-regulation emerge that enable and restrain 
the widespread collective engagement of large groups of people.

Institutions are characterized by relatively stable and hierarchi-
cal structures that result in relatively low collective generative 
capacity. Therefore, institutions likely have a lower capacity for 
rejuvenating, reconfiguring, reframing, and revolutionizing. 

4.1.2 Communities

Communities, as a second ideal type of generative collectives, display a stable struc-
ture—in the sense of membership—yet, generally a lateral structure. The concept 
of community has a long history in the social sciences and emerged with Tönnies’ 
(1988 [1887]) gemeinschaft-gesellschaft dichotomy, which primarily emphasizes the 
structural element of communities—and Durkheim’s (1897) concept of communities, 
which also addresses processes of interacting and acting. 

Most of the recent attention for communities has focused on the positive impact of 
community as an organizing form for knowledge sharing and innovation (Heckscher 
and Adler, 2006). However, these new Internet-based forms of communities, 
while displaying some of the characteristics of traditional communities, depart 
from the gemeinschaft notion in some fundamental ways, namely they are highly 
dispersed and increasingly rely on technology for interacting rather than on face-
to-face communication. Moreover, instead of focusing solely on the social, non-
instrumental nature of community relations; it becomes increasingly clear that 
relations among members of modern communities can be simultaneously socially and 
economically valuable. Consequently, the term community no longer refers to small 
groups—gemeinschaften—but can be sustained by large groups of people (Brint,  
2001). 

In the context of the Internet, the stable yet lateral structures of collectives that are 
referred to as communities is best embodied by social network communities, such 
as Facebook groups (see Vignette 2). Facebook groups can emphasize both social, 
cultural and affective benefits as well as more practical or material benefits that 
derive from networking. 
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Communities are characterized by relatively stable, yet, lateral 
structures that result in a relatively moderate level of collective 
generative capacity; hence, communities likely have a moderate 
capacity for rejuvenating, reconfiguring, reframing, and revolu-
tionizing.

4.1.3 Projects

Projects, as the third ideal type of generative collectives display a transient, yet more 
hierarchical or centralized structure. Although the actual level of hierarchy and 
centralization will likely differ across projects, Internet-based projects are usually 
organized around a few core members—project leaders—who occupy a central and 
leading role (Krishnamurthy, 2002). 

Projects are transient because they are established for a separate, concretely definable 
purpose, hence, a limited period of time. Due to the ubiquity of mobile computing and 
increasing connectivity, we witness the emergence and proliferation of dispersed, 

Vignette 2 The Community Ideal Type

Community Ideal Type: Facebook Groups13

Facebook is a social network website that allows its users to 
freely create and update profiles, to add friends, join groups or 
networks, and to utilize many other applications. Communication 
with friends and other users can be done through private or 
public message or through a chat feature. “Facebook helps you 
connect and share with the people in your life,” hence it is evident that Facebook is primarily a tool 
for staying in touch with the people you study, work, or live with. Moreover, its privacy settings 
are by default restricted to users from the same network. Although Facebook groups change due 
to adding members (or perhaps deleting old members), the membership is comparatively stable. 

Hence, Facebook groups are generally characterized by a lack of centralization and hierarchical 
layers, yet a rather stable membership. Hence, Facebook groups have a medium level of structure 
which is related to a medium level of collective generative capacity, hence, a moderate ability to 
rejuvenate, reconfigure, reframe and revolutionize.

13 In this context, it is important to recognize that what we refer to as collective generative capacity is the 
ability to rejuvenate, reconfigure, reframe, and revolutionize. We submit that this ability is moderate in the 
case of Twitter, due to its stable, yet, lateral nature. This is not to say that all Facebook groups by definition 
engage in generative acts, yet the potential for generativity—i.e. for new configurations and possibilities, for 
renewed understandings, and for challenging the status quo—is likely to be moderate given its stable, yet, 
lateral structure.
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asynchronous, and virtual work. Virtual teams are an important new organizational 
form (Jarvenpaa & Ives, 1994). Virtual teams represent groups of geographically 
dispersed persons who work interdependently, but interact and collaborate across 
time, space, and organizational boundaries, using technology for producing a one-
time organizational output. 

In the context of the Internet, the transient yet hierarchical structures that are 
referred to as projects can be well-illustrated through NCR Corporation’s Virtual 
Teams (see Vignette 3). 

Projects are characterized by relatively transient yet hierarchical 
structures that result in a relatively moderate level of collective 
generative capacity; hence, projects likely have a moderate capacity 
for rejuvenating, reconfiguring, reframing, and revolutionizing.

4.1.4 Waves

The most transient and lateral ideal type through which generative collectives 
exchange ideas, maintain interactions and engage in action are waves (Majchrzak, 
2008). Waves can be juxtaposed to the abovementioned forms of collective 
engagement, such as institutions or communities, which are generally more fixed in 
structure, duration, and membership. On the other hand, waves allow people to come 
and go, contribute and withdraw, whenever they feel like it in order to interact and 

Vignette 3 The Project Ideal Type

Project Ideal Type: “NCR’s Virtual Teams”

Virtual Project Teams are primarily used by 
organizations to allow people who reside in 
geographically dispersed locations to work 
together toward a common goal. NCR Corporation 
uses “Virtual Teams” for onetime projects, such as 
solving a particular problem or developing a particular product, as well as for connecting with 
internal groups, partners and customers. In these teams, people communicate and collaborate 
through the use of technology (email, telephone or video conference calls, etc.). Because the 
team lasts for the duration of a single project, the “Virtual Teams” are characterized by a transient 
structure. However, the different aspects of the project are organized around project team leaders 
and supervised by managers, hence, the structure is also hierarchical. 

Therefore, NCR’s project teams involve a transient, yet hierarchical structure. This medium level of 
structure of the Virtual Teams is related to a medium level of collective generative capacity and 
hence a moderate ability to rejuvenate, reconfigure, reframe and revolutionize.
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exchange ideas, as enabled by the use of online and asynchronous media. A general 
illustration of a wave is a Twitter swarm (see Vignette 4).

Two forms of generative acts can be distinguished within waves. First of all, generative 
acts or processes can be radical, where the values, assumptions, and outcomes are 
changed dramatically by the collective. These radical processes occur through social 
tsunamis—i.e. waves of large scale and disruptive social change. Social tsunamis 
occur through a series of generative waves that are caused when large numbers of 
people and ideas are rapidly mobilized. Due to the immense volumes of people, ideas, 
emotions and energy involved, the generative effects of tsunamis can be disruptive 
and pervasive. In this respect, the massive protests in the Middle East in 2011—such 
as those in Egypt and Libya—which were largely organized through Twitter, describe 
the type of radical collective engagement that can be conceived of as social tsunamis.

Second, collective generative acts in waves can also take on a more incremental form, 
e.g. when these acts occurs through the step-by-step modification of ideas, value 
systems, products, and technologies, typically in the context of use. These incremental 
generative processes can be conceived of as ebbs and flows. Ebbs and flows involve 

Vignette 4 The Wave Ideal Type

Wave Ideal Type: Twitter Swarms14

“What we have to do is deliver to people the best and freshest 
most relevant information possible. We think of Twitter as it’s 
not a social network, but it’s an information network. It tells 
people what they care about as it is happening in the world. 
(…) Twitter is without a doubt the best way to share and discover what is happening right now.” (Evan 
Williams, co-founder)

Twitter encompasses a massive amount of users and traffic (in the form of tweets) and therefore 
may cause radical social tsunamis as well as more regular ebbs and flows. Although senders can 
restrict delivery of tweets to their own circle of friends, Twitter is by default open access and so 
tweets are available for anyone to read. Because of its highly transient and highly lateral nature—i.e. 
low level of structure—Twitter swarms are characterized by a high level of collective generative 
capacity, hence, the ability to rejuvenate, reconfigure, reframe, and revolutionize will be higher.

14 In this context, it is important to recognize that what we refer to as collective generative capacity is the 
ability to rejuvenate, reconfigure, reframe, and revolutionize. We submit that this ability is higher in the case 
of Twitter, due to its highly transient and highly lateral nature. This is not to say that all Tweets by defini-
tion are valuable or that all topics discussed on Twitter result in generative outcomes, yet the potential for 
generativity—i.e. for new configurations and possibilities, for renewed understandings, and for challenging 
the status quo—is likely to be high given its strongly transient and lateral nature.
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more regular, predictable, and habitual fluctuations in collective generative capacity 
emerging from the continuous, serendipitous contribution of ideas that might trigger 
small alterations, but do not offset transformative changes. 

Waves are characterized by relatively transient and lateral struc-
tures that result in relatively high collective generative capacity. 
Therefore, waves likely have a higher capacity for rejuvenating, 
reconfiguring, reframing, and revolutionizing. 

Finally, to illustrate that existing collectives may display similarities to multiple 
ideal types simultaneously, I will briefly discuss two examples; one Internet-based 
collective and one offline organization. The first example is Linux, which is an Internet-
based collective that develops and distributes open source software. Linux resembles 
both the Institution ideal type and the Project ideal type. Linux displays similarity 
to the Institution ideal type as it is hierarchical and rather stable, largely due to the 
strong influence of its founder—Linus Torvalds—on the routines and procedures 
that developers are to follow. Linux also resembles the Project ideal type in that it 
is organized in multiple sub-networks containing a leader—hence its hierarchical 
nature—and a limited number of people. These teams are more transient in nature 
as they work together for achieving one-time outputs related to one particular aspect 
of software development. 

The second example is IDEO, which is an international design and innovation consul-
tancy that helps design products and services, provides management consulting and 
supports organizational design. IDEO resembles both the Project ideal type and the 
Wave ideal type. IDEO displays similarity to the Project ideal type as it is organized 
around projects carried out for a large number of clients from diverse industries. 
These project teams are organized around a project leader and aim at achieving a 
one-time output. Hence, IDEO reflects the hierarchical and transient structure that 
characterizes projects. IDEO also resembles the Wave ideal type when it engages in 
DeepDive sessions. DeepDive is an innovation technique for rapidly immersing a 
group of people into a situation for idea generation or problem resolution through 
brainstorming. Hence, these DeepDive sessions reflect the transient and lateral 
structure that characterizes waves. This second example suggests that the same 
typology of generative collectives can be applied to all sorts of collectives, including 
traditional offline organizations, contemporary virtual organizations, and Internet-
based groups of all sorts. 
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In order to summarize the insights from this chapter, Figure 4.2 models and Table 4.1 
juxtaposes the four ideal types of generative collectives—institutions, communities, 
projects, and waves—and shows the characteristics of each ideal type with respect 
to its two structural dimensions—temporal span and hierarchical span—and its 
respective levels of collective generative capacity. One should be cognizant that the 
relations as described in Table 4.1 between structural configurations and collective 
generative capacity represent the average case. Nonetheless, actual organizations may 
be observed that represent exceptions, i.e. that display hierarchical and structural 
structures, yet, high levels of generative capacity. Thus, the specific context of 
observed collectives is likely to play an important role in affecting the actual level of 
generative capacity of collectives, however, this does not undermine the relevance 
of formulating general propositions regarding the relation between structure and 
collective generative capacity.

Figure 4.2 Illustrations of the Typology of Generative Collectives.
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Table 4.1 Juxtaposing the Four Ideal Types of Generative Collectives

Institutions Communities Projects Waves

Temporal Span Stable Stable Transient Transient

Hierarchical Span Hierarchical Lateral Hierarchical Lateral

Level of Collective 
Generative Capacity

Low Moderate Moderate High

Example Wikipedia 
Foundation; Other 
Global Network 
Institutions

Facebook Groups; 
Groups in Other 
Social Network 
Communities

NCR’s Virtual 
Teams; Other 
Virtual Project 
Teams

Twitter swarms; 
Other (online) 
debates and 
protests
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