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Abstract: Online peer-production platforms facilitate the coordination of creative work and services.
Generally considered as empowering participatory tools and a source of common good, they can also
be, however, alienating instruments of digital labour. This paper proposes a typology of peerproduction platforms, based on the centralisation/decentralisation levels of several of their design features. Between commons-based peer-production and crowdsourced, user-generated content “enclosed” by corporations, a wide range of models combine different social, political, technical and economic arrangements. This combined analysis of the level of (de)centralisation of platform features
provides information on emancipation capabilities in a more granular way than a market-based qualification of platforms, based on the nature of ownership or business models only. The five selected features of the proposed typology are: ownership of means of production, technical architecture/design,
social organization/governance of work patterns, ownership of the peer-produced resource, and value
of the output.
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1. Introduction
The increasing importance of peer production in contemporary societies is leading to the rise
of an emerging field of peer production studies, with its conferences,1 journals2 and dedicated research projects,3 aimed at analyzing “the forms, operations, and contradictions of peer
producing communities in contemporary capitalist society”.4 This complexification entails both
an opportunity and a challenge for peer-to-peer researchers and practitioners faced with the
need to clarify their research objects, their research questions, and the methodological tools
that are best suited to addressing these.
This article proposes to embrace this variety, as reflected in the recent proliferation of
peer-production arrangements (Botsman 2013), and intends to contribute to its systematiza1

E.g. the Oekonux Conference, http://www.oekonux-conference.org/
E.g. Journal of Peer Production, http://www.peerproduction.net
3
E.g. P2Pvalue, http://www.p2pvalue.eu/
4
Mission Statement, Journal of Peer Production: http://peerproduction.net/about/mission-statement/
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tion. To this end, we propose a typology of peer-production platforms that untangles various
features and components of this mode of production, choosing to analyse these in terms of
architecture, ownership, governance and value-creation also outside of capitalism, and according to their degree of (de)centralisation.
As most peer-production platforms share the objective of encouraging participation and
facilitating collaboration, we consider it more suitable, for the purpose of a first classification
or systematization, to concentrate at this stage on the different organizational and procedural
forms that take shape within the realm of peer production. Indeed, the same objectives of
participation and collaboration may be achieved through different combinations of rules, governance, ownership and architectural design, in continuums ranging from completely centralised to completely decentralised. The extremes of each continuum, merging to form ideal
types of peer production organization, form the core of the typology and will be described in
detail later; to provide an example, technical architecture will range from centralised arrangements, controlled by a single entity (usually a server or group of servers), to decentralised arrangements that will distribute the resources at the periphery or “edge” of the network.
Illustrating our typology by means of several examples, we establish a classification of
peer-production platforms. This typology is expected to provide a critical perspective on peerproduction design in order for platforms developers, users and regulators to better understand which parameters may facilitate for-profit crowdsourcing, exclusion and exploitation, or,
on the contrary, support collective governance of commons-based peer production and value-generation. More broadly, our aim is to contribute to the untangling of concepts such as
the sharing economy, participation, collaboration and the commons, through the analysis and
systematization of several factors underlying the platforms where such processes take place
and appreciate value outside of individual gain.
This typology is proposed as an explanatory methodological tool for future research in
peer production, and may ultimately be useful in order to better understand, if not fully explain, and assess the impact of underlying organizational forms and design on peer production.

2. Theoretical Foundations
Our work builds upon several different strands of literature. Previous literature on online peer
production (ranging from crowdsourcing to commons-based peer production as a more specific case), as well as works that have established and addressed the concept of “code as
law” and the extent to which features of social and political governance can be inscribed in
technology, contribute to defining the perimeter of our field of inquiry. Of particular importance is the recent body of work that addresses the decentralisation of networked architectures and infrastructures as a means of promoting or achieving specific values or normmaking processes. Finally, we examine precedent attempts at the systematization and categorization into typologies of complex procedures involving high levels of technicization and
an articulate landscape of actors and their interactions.
2.1. Online Peer-Production Platforms, from Crowdsourcing to the Commons
The emergence of Web 2.0 and social media led to the development of platforms encouraging the creation and contribution of user-generated content, or production by peers defined
as individual users5. Such platforms follow a wide variety of organizational models, oscillating
5

We follow several of the authors cited in this section in adopting an admittedly broad definition of what constitutes “peer production”, and as a consequence, of “peers”, as individual users that are part of an online collaborative process of creation and contribution of content to/within a platform. This concept of peer does not only apply
to commons-based peer production (as in, a more ‘egalitarian’ mode of production), but also to other forms of
collaborative endeavours introduced in this section, such as for-profit or not-for-profit crowdsourcing. As detailed
further below, such initiatives and platforms are indeed considered and studied as forms of “peer production”, and
this is why the more specific label of CBPP has been created to indicate those particular cases where hierarchy
and concentration are absent, and which favour open licensing and reuse. As one of the core points of our typology is indeed to show that high levels of decentralisation in one or more of the dimensions can co-exist with
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between the so-called sharing economy, crowdsourcing or commons-based peer production,
sometimes blurring the lines “between commodity and commons” (Meng and Wu, 2013).
Platforms have frequently been recognized as embedding power relations by design (Mansell, 2015): Tarleton Gillespie underlines their capacity to act as “curators of public discourse”
according to their technical features (2010), while José van Dijck acknowledges that “governance, ownership relations and business models” are structuring dynamics in the interplay
of technologies, users and content on online platforms (2013).
Two research projects have been collecting data on peer-production platforms: in Europe
the P2Pvalue project and its directory, which is itself crowdsourced, of 375 commons-based
6
7
projects, and in the United States the Birds of the Internet team , privileging the study of
participation dynamics (Fish et al. 2011). Literature differentiates between several types of
organization for peer production by online communities, depending on factors such as topdown coordination (crowdsourcing) or bottom-up self-organization (the commons).
On the one hand, platforms can reproduce the organization of a firm and manage the contributions of peers. This model corresponds to crowdsourcing: “the blend of bottom-up, open,
creative process with top-down organizational goals” (Brabham 2008). One way to subcategorize crowdsourcing platforms where contributions are managed by a single coordinator is
to distinguish between for-profit and non-profit crowdsourcing.
For-profit crowdsourcing generally favours the exploitation of digital workers (Mansell
2012: 58) and such phenomena as free labour (Terranova 2000), digital sweatshops (Scholz
8
2012), digital labour (Fuchs 2014) and turkers (Amazon Mechanical Turk , for which Google
9
Scholar provides more than 10,000 references) have been denounced. Critics cite the
emerging social abuses prompted by the so-called "sharing" or "gift" economy organized by
10
11
proprietary platforms, depriving workers of social rights (e.g. Über , Taskrabbit ).
Non-profit crowdsourcing also relies on free contributions, but, instead of enriching a
company, it is meant to achieve for the common good tasks which would otherwise have
required a massive investment. This is close to online volunteering (Cravens, 2014) as used
in emergency situations (see Asmolov 2014, on Dobrovoletz.rf as vertical crowdsourcing),
12
citizen science (see Madison, 2014, on GalaxyZoo ) or the work of GLAM (Galleries, Libraries, Archives and Museums) to preserve the digital heritage as a commons in partnership
13
with Wikimedia chapters for the digitization of public domain works by Wikipedians (Dulong
de Rosnay 2011).
On the other hand, online platforms can be used for commons-based peer production
purposes, a “model of socio-economic production in which the labour of large numbers of
people is coordinated (usually with the aid of the Internet) mostly without traditional hierarchical organization, often without financial direct remuneration” (Benkler 2006). Such collaboration will also aim at the common good, but without hierarchical central coordination, and
with licensing mechanisms to prevent the private enclosure (Boyle 2003) of the peer produc14
tion and allow its reuse (on open licensing and Creative Commons licensing, see Liang
2005; Bourcier and Dulong de Rosnay 2004). The most famous and widely studied example
of peer production is Free, Libre and Open Source Software (Ghosh 2005; Schweik and Eng15
lish 2012; Kelty 2012) and the most famous peer-production platform is Wikipedia (Reagle
2010).
stronger centralisation of other dimensions, it seems important to us to retain this broad conceptualization of a
peer, even if this is traditionally associated with symmetrical, egalitarian and distributed dynamics.
6
P2Pvalue Directory of Commons Based Peer Production: http://directory.p2pvalue.eu/
7
The Birds of the Internet project: http://recursivepublic.net/
8
https://www.mturk.com/mturk/welcome
9
https://scholar.google.com/
10
https://www.uber.com/
11
https://www.taskrabbit.com/
12
http://www.galaxyzoo.org/
13
https://outreach.wikimedia.org/wiki/GLAM
14
https://creativecommons.org/
15
https://www.wikipedia.org/
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Peer-production platforms host the work of many other “online creation communities”, defined as “collective action performed by a loosely integrated network of people that, cooperate, communicate and interact, mainly via the Internet, with the common goal of knowledgemaking, and engaged in alternative forms of knowledge management” (Fuster Morell,
2014a).
2.2. Code is Law
The relationship between architecture and norm-making for network-supported arrangements
has been an increasingly central interdisciplinary preoccupation since the late 1990s/early
2000s. Early uses of the metaphor “code is law” can be found in William Mitchell’s City of Bits
(1995) and in Joel Reidenberg’s article on lex informatica, the formation of information policy
rules through technology (1998). However, legal scholars Yochai Benkler and Lawrence
Lessig have arguably been the “scene-setters” in this field, with their work on sharing as a
paradigm of economic production in its own right (2004) and technical architecture as politics
(1999), respectively. While Benkler argues for the rise of a “networked information economy”
as a system of “production, distribution, and consumption of information goods characterized
by decentralised individual action carried out through widely distributed, nonmarket means”
(Benkler 2006), Lessig introduces technical architecture as one of the four main (and interconnected) society regulators, the other three being law, market and norms. The application
of this principle to the text of computer programs led to what remains, perhaps, the most
striking incarnation of the famous “code is law” label (Lessig 1999).
Among the scholars who have since been inspired by this line of inquiry, Niva Elkin-Koren
examines architecture as a dynamic parameter in the reciprocal influences of law and technology design within the field of information and communication systems (e.g. 2006, 2012).
The interrelationship between law and technology often focuses on a single aspect, the challenges that emerging technologies pose to the existing legal regime, thereby creating a need
for further legal reform; however, Elkin-Koren argues that juridical measures involving technology both as a target of regulation and as a means of enforcement should take into account the fact that the law does not merely respond to new technologies, but also shapes
them and may affect their design (2006).
The work of Tim Wu adds layers to the conceptualization of the relationship between code
and law, moving from Lessig’s concept that computer code can substitute for law or other
forms of regulation to consider code as an anti-regulatory mechanism or tool that certain
groups will use to their advantage to minimize the costs of law—the possibility of “using code
design as an alternative mechanism of interest group behavior” (Wu 2003).
2.3. Technical (De)centralisation
By conceptualizing network architectures as political, social and legal, certain authors have
more specifically examined the ways in which the degree of centralisation, decentralisation
and re-centralisation relate to innovation processes in the field of Internet services, platforms
and networks. The current innovation trajectories of the network of networks, its evolutions
and in-volutions, are likely to depend on the topology and organizational and technical models of Internet-based applications, and on the underlying infrastructure (Aigrain 2011).
The current model of organization of Internet platforms and of the structure of the network
allowing these to function, with its obligatory points of passage, its more or less forced crossroads and its “toll roads”, raises many questions about the optimal use of storage resources,
bandwidth, computing capacity and about the fluidity, speed and efficiency of electronic exchanges, as well as the safety of these exchanges and the network’s stability. These questions greatly influence the balance of power between network developers, users and operators, to the extent that they connect to issues surrounding the neutrality of the Internet
(Schafer, Le Crosnier and Musiani 2011, 66–68). As Barbara van Schewick emphasizes, by
influencing users’ appropriations of the Internet—creating more or less openness, exchange
and sharing—changes in the architecture of the network of networks influence its “social value” (van Schewick 2010).
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These characteristics can be studied from various angles, depending on how the underlying technical architecture is understood (Moglen 2010). Different types of architecture can
influence, or provide alternative ways of addressing some critical issues surrounding the
network’s management, with a focus on efficiency, security, “sustainable digital development”
through enhanced resource management, and the maximization of the Internet’s value for
society. Michel Bauwens (2005) has explored this idea further, proposing a vision of the P2P
model based on its design as computer network technology, but recommending that P2P
underpin a “general theory” of collaborative and direct human interactions—an emerging,
pervasive and social phenomenon that could profoundly influence how society and human
civilization itself are organized.
2.4. Typologies
Processes of online norm-making, production and management become more and more
complex: their governance is increasingly horizontal and multi-polar, the number of concerned actors multiplies, procedures become more participative and granular. Thus, it is
hardly surprising that several authors have recently attempted not only to describe, but to
systematize, categorize and “typify” the various socio-political and socio-technical dynamics
that enable these processes, in order to advance a critical evaluation of their actual political
significance and impact. These works have in common a priority of developing empirical and
methodological tools enabling researchers to categorize the “reality” of theory and definitions
related to a specific process. The focus remains on the procedural dimension in an attempt
to interpret, compare and measure different entities that intervene in the process.
Dynamics related to and constitutive of peer production, such as online participation and
digital labour, have been the subject of recent typology contributions that have sought to
flesh out the different dimensions of online working conditions (Fuchs and Sandoval 2014),
or of the “formal” social enterprises and “organized publics” involved in participation dynamics on the Internet (Fish et al. 2011). Due to the multi-faceted and distributed nature of the
realm they are studying, Internet governance scholars have also engaged in several systematization efforts that provide useful methodological indications to develop our typology.
Badouard et al. have developed a set of analytical categories and tools enabling a codification and comparative study of norm-production processes within the field of Internet governance, with the aim of analysing the different ways in which Internet governance actors address the challenge of multi-polarity by adapting their decision-making processes (Badouard
et al. 2012). Related to their study is Archon Fung’s work on patterns of participation in complex governance processes; his typology of deliberative processes is structured around three
dimensions that are at once social, political and technical: the selection of participants, the
communicative interactions between actors, and the assessment of authority “levels” among
participants (Fung 2006).
While their subject matter is less closely related to the present study, useful methodological indications on typology-construction for complex processes can be drawn from Rudolf de
Groot and colleagues’ typology of the ecological and socio-economic value of goods and
services provided by natural and semi-natural ecosystems (de Groot et al. 2002). Borgatti
and Foster’s typology of the different streams of the “network paradigm” in organizational
research (Borgatti and Foster 2003), as well as Bell and Kozlowski’s typology of virtual teams
and its implications for effective leadership (Bell and Kozlowski 2002), are also useful because of their systematic analysis of clusters of individuals seeking to organize themselves in
online environments.

3. Methodology
The core hypothesis underlying the present work is that the variety of organizational and procedural forms used within the peer-production realm (ownership and technical characteristics
of the platform, the type of copyright agreement chosen to license its contents and the model
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of regulation implemented among its members) impact the results obtained and the types of
16
norm constructed on the platform—ultimately, the quality of peer production. .
Our units of analysis for the typology are “online peer-production platforms”, which we define as integrated, web-based platforms that support online collaboration, resulting in online
or offline peer production or crowdsourcing. Through this methodological choice we wish to
reinforce our core objective of addressing peer-production arrangements by taking into account their underlying technical dimensions and their political/legal components, both of
which we consider crucial to producing a comprehensive typology.
Peer-production platforms generally foster claims of self-organization, community values
and shared objectives, although, as we demonstrate, these take shape in a variety of forms.
For the purpose of this paper, we do not investigate the possible gap between these claims
and their implementation in practice; as such, an investigation would require in-depth, qualitative case studies of the different platforms.17 Thus, our analysis relies almost exclusively on
the documents produced by the developers, owners, and users of the platforms and to be
found online (terms of use, privacy policies, “charts” outlining the rights and obligations of
users, release notes of the different technical versions of the platforms). It also draws upon
observation and engagement with the techno-social systems, in particular with their interfaces, to the extent that these shape governance as much as do written documents.
The construction of the typology involved several steps. While it seemed clear that the
core question structuring our work would be the extent of (de)centralisation, the first attempt
to draw the present typology included two dimensions: the technical design of the underlying
architecture and the system of governance (i.e. the social organization regulating the interactions between community members), including the system of ownership of production. This
led to four possible ideal types (presented in Dulong de Rosnay 2013a):

Centralised architecture

Decentralised architecture

Centralised governance

Facebook

Skype

Decentralised governance

Wikipedia

Diaspora

Table 1: Towards ideal types crossing governance and technology
A further investigation of the relevant literature as well as the properties of various online
platforms, employed by different peer-production communities, led us to distinguish additional dimensions: the rights-vesting of the means of production and the value of the output. The
central question about the level of (de)centralisation is articulated in the following research
questions:
-

To what extent is the ownership of the platform (understood as a means of production) centralised or decentralised—ranging from exclusive ownership concentrated in

16

A related hypothesis is that in turn, the shape taken by these results affects subsequent reconfigurations of
technical architecture, ownership agreements, governance models and value distribution; however, as this is not
a primarily empirical paper, we will not test it here.
17
In the instances where such case studies exist, we refer to the literature cited in the previous sections. However, we do not try to draw normative indications, for example, from the successes or failures of specific projects "in
practice", or the extent to which their conduct may be more or less accurately mirrored in their stated organizational model. Although we acknowledge, as we will further note in the conclusions, that case studies are and will
be a necessary complement to the present study.
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the hands of one or more platform owner(s) to more distributed or cooperative ownership?
To what extent is the technical infrastructure centralised or decentralised—ranging
from a high level of centralisation around one or more server(s) to more decentralised
and distributed models, spread out among several nodes or peers?
To what extent is the governance model centralised or decentralised—ranging from
hierarchical organizations with centralised powers and delegated decision-making to
more grassroots models based on bottom-up structures and distributed process of
participation?
To what extent is the copyright regime of the peer-production output centralised or
decentralised—ranging from exclusive terms of use, where users have to grant ownership of the output to the platform owner, to more distributed legal models implemented via copyleft licences?
To what extent is the value generated from the peer production centralised or decentralised—ranging from exclusive appropriation of the economic benefits by the platform owner(s) to redistribution of social benefits, also non market-based, to the community or to society at large?

The examples selected to illustrate the different ideal types structuring the typology have
been chosen according to the diversity between them and thus the extent to which their features (purpose of platform, types of content produced, actors involved in peer production
process) may be found in, or assimilated to, similar features in other platforms. In some cases it has proved effective to select “famous” platforms, such as Wikipedia, because of the
amount of information available on these.

4. The Typology
Figure 2 presents the analytical framework that will be detailed in the following sections. This
table reflects the various types of peer-production platform that can be achieved from a combination of different ownership arrangements, architectural designs, governance structures,
rights ownership and value distribution. It should be noted, however, that these models reflect tendencies rather than pure cases, and that more granular levels of centralisation/decentralisation could be distinguished within each category. In other words, the answers to the five research questions above should, for most peer-production platforms, be
understood as placed on continuums that, for each level of analysis, display a more or less
important level of (de)centralisation. Nonetheless, for the construction of ideal types, we use
examples that mostly sit at the extremes of the continuums.
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Centralised

Ownership

Technology

Company

Central server
controlled by
platform owner

Major platforms

Decentralised

Cooperative
non-profit

Several usercontrolled computers/nodes
Informal un- linked in a peerstructured col- to-peer network
laboration

Governance

Rights

Value

Top-down
Exclusive
Concentrated
decisionrights asin hands of
making by
signed to plat- platform ownplatform ownform owner
er
er

Participative
democracy
Autonomy of
peers

Terms of contribution leaving some
rights to contributors

Redistributed
within community and/or
society at
large

Table 2: A typology of peer-production platforms based on (de)centralisation

5. The five dimensions
This section presents the core elements of the typology, analyzing how the (de)centralisation
criterion can be applied to each of the five selected dimensions: ownership of means of production (Section 5.1), technical architecture (Section 5.2), governance (Section 5.3), ownership of production output (Section 5.4) and value-generation (Section 5.5). Examples follow
the definition and discussion, in order to illustrate the arguments with concrete cases.
5.1. Ownership of the Means of Production
The platform's online means of production are its creative and networking interface as well as
its distribution, storage and processing capabilities. Ownership of these can be centralised in
the hands of a firm or a non-profit entity, which controls the brand, the patent, the quality. It
can also be distributed among contributors structured in the semi-centralised format of a cooperative, a cloud of local networks, or informal networks where each peer or node owns and
control its own servers.
A previous typology of digital media labour distinguishes among three modes of organization of productive forces (Fuchs and Sandoval 2014): ownership of labour power, of the
means of production, and of work output; with various degrees of control, from centralised to
decentralised: self-control, partial self-control and partial "alien" (or external) control, full alien
control.
In the vocabulary of the commons, the ownership of the means of production corresponds
to the provision of infrastructure: this is the dimension that, according to Ostrom's Institutional
Analysis Framework (1990), allows work to be performed. The concept of infrastructure traditionally includes the means of transportation (roads) or communication (telecommunications
networks) and has been extended to ideas: the intellectual or cultural infrastructure (Frischmann 2013). The concept of infrastructure provision has been applied to online creation
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communities in order to study their governance and the building of a digital commons (Fuster
Morell 2014b).
The concentration of ownership of the means of production will have an impact on the
other dimensions. In a Marxist sense, “The first form of alienation refers to the product of the
worker’s own work and the inability to use the product of this own work for his or her living.
The second form of alienation refers to the inability to organise the process of work, which
lies exclusively in the hands of the capitalist who owns the means of production” (Wittel
2012). While it is evident that free labour is leveraged when a user-generated content platform is exploited by capital, no conclusion can be drawn in the case of distributed ownership.
Ownership of the platform can be centralised in the hands of a single firm or stockholders
(e.g. Flickr18, Facebook19). It can also be centralised in the hands of a non-profit entity (e.g.
the Wikimedia Foundation,20 or Creative Commons in the case of a legal infrastructure controlling the licensing offer), which controls the peer-production brand. In the latter case, the
trademark is not managed according to commons-based principles, but controlled following a
strict intellectual property policy.
There can also be decentralised or federated ownership of a platform among informal
networks, where each node owns and controls its own servers (e.g. Identi.ca21, Diaspora*22),
allowing, for instance, the removal of inappropriate or infringing content. This usually involves
a strong technical component, which will be addressed in the next section.
At this stage of our analysis, we cannot draw a conclusion as to whether contributors are
able to benefit more from their work (or to be less excluded from enjoying the benefits of their
production) if the platform is owned by a non-profit, or if it is not owned at all. Neither can we
assert that more centralisation of platform ownership will lead to more exploitation of contributors. Both the market (if the entity is capitalistic) and commons-based peer production (if the
platform is non-profit) rely on free labour. The same platform can even switch its status from
23
non-profit to corporation (e.g. Couchsurfing ; see Schöpf 2015). The question of the ownership of the contributions produced and the sharing of the generated value is addressed in
subsequent sections.
5.2. Technical Architecture
To define our second dimension, technical architecture, we borrow from the IEEE Standard
for Architectural Description of Software-Intensive Systems (IEEE P1471/D5.3), which describes it as “the fundamental organization of a system embodied by its components, their
relationships to each other and to the environment and the principles guiding its design and
evolution” (Bredemayer and Malan 2001).
Thus, the architecture of a network or an application is its underlying technical structure
(van Schewick 2010), designed according to a “matrix of concepts” (Agre 2003): its logical
and structural layout, consisting of transmission equipment, communication protocols, infrastructure, and connectivity between its components or nodes. It is increasingly recognized
that changes, notably design choices, in the Internet’s architecture affect the economic environment for innovation, and in turn impact public policy. While policy-makers have traditionally used the law to bring about desired economic effects, architecture de facto constitutes an
alternative way of influencing economic systems and as such is becoming another tool that
actors can use to further their own interests (van Schewick 2010).
The design of peer-production platforms can be organized according to a centralised architecture, around servers hosted locally or in the cloud, and can give the administrator full
control and power of exclusion over production, contributors and output. Centralisation can
subsist at several layers of the infrastructure, the most obvious being the servers on which
18

https://www.flickr.com/
https://www.facebook.com/
20
https://wikimediafoundation.org/
21
https://identi.ca/
22
https://joindiaspora.com/
23
https://www.couchsurfing.com/
19
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the applications are running and the content produced is hosted (e.g. Facebook). Other (less
centralised) models may include a limited number of (super-)nodes responsible for controlling and administering the production platform (e.g. Skype24). Generally, the greater the degree of centralisation, the higher will be the degree of control given to the administrator over
the process and output of production. Architectures with a centralised system of governance
facilitate the coordination of individuals contributing to collaborative work and are generally
easier to implement technically than the decentralised alternatives (for propositions to resolve these difficulties, see Antoniadis and Le Grand 2009). Centralised platforms based on
proprietary software and single points of control at the technical level are, however, more
likely to facilitate privatization and concentration (with the possible facilitation of abuse of
dominant positions that this entails).
At the other end of the spectrum, technical architecture can also be distributed among
peers (Musiani 2015). This is the case for many peer-to-peer networks that rely on the willingness of multiple users to share their own resources (e.g. BitTorrent25 for file-sharing, Diaspora* for social networking) so as to contribute to the proper functioning of the network or
application26. This is also the case for mesh networking applications (e.g. Commotion27) that
rely on the technical infrastructures of users’ devices to provide resources and wireless connectivity to the other users of the network (Antoniadis and Le Grand 2009). Unlike centralised
models, these architectures considerably enhance the autonomy of users; however, by sharing capabilities and responsibilities and fragmenting actions and files, decentralised architectures make it more difficult for an entity, be it a firm, a collective, an individual or the state, to
enforce control (Guadamuz 2011; Dulong de Rosnay 2015).
5.3. Governance
The scholarly debate on what constitutes governance of socio-technical systems, how its
boundaries should be drawn, and what actors are involved is currently wide-ranging and
complex (Borras and Edler 2014). For the purpose of this paper and its typology, we define
governance as the set of decision-making processes, the ensemble of procedures that frame
production, the process of work, and the choices subtending the organizational design of
peer-production platforms, including technical, legal and value-sharing choices. Depending
on their degree of (de)centralisation, these features can contribute to the empowerment of
peer producers and the distribution of the tasks conducted on the platform.
Intended in this connotation, the governance of peer production has been addressed in
several contributions. As in the present study, Aaron Shaw (2013) uses the parameter of
decentralisation to assess how relational governance mechanisms, such as gatekeeping,
play a role within open online collectives in managing organizational boundaries and filtering
the contributions of participants; concluding with regard to the existence of a mix of centralised and decentralised gatekeeping, he observes that the egalitarian ethos of open online
collectives exists in tension with the mechanisms through which participation and status inequalities emerge among participants. In collaboration with Benjamin Mako Hill, Shaw further
observes that governance in peer production may actually, and counter-intuitively, tend towards concentration (“oligarchy”) as projects grow (Shaw and Hill 2014). Building on previous work on the governance of participation (Fish et al. 2011), Currie et al. (2013) apply notions such as Hirschman's “exit, voice and loyalty” in their definition of governance in peerproduction projects (using the case of free software). They argue that this definition needs to
include the answer to questions such as: “Is there a formal procedure for decision-making? If
not, how are decisions made? Do participants have the capacity to exercise both exit (without penalty) and voice (without fear of reprimand)? […] What constitutes having a real voice,
and how does it manifest in discussion forums, face-to-face meetings, and financial dona24

http://www.skype.com/
http://www.bittorrent.com/
26
A related case, presenting a peculiar dynamic of technical delegation, distributed labor and re-centralisation, is
that of distributed computing platforms such as SETI@home, an early form of crowdsourcing that harnessed idle
computing cycles of users' computers to subsequently re-centralize the results of such computing tasks.
27
https://commotionwireless.net/
25
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tions? Can participants leave without losing something, or protest and expect to be heard?
What can you not exit from, such as formal or technical commitments to a website, a platform, an account, etc.?” (Currie et al. 2013).
The (de)centralisation parameter at the core of our typology can be applied to the four elements of our operational definition of governance: terms of use, production rules, work process and design choices. These are examined briefly and examples provided.
Terms of use can be unilaterally imposed by the entity operating the platform (e.g. Flickr),
or they can be drafted collectively or otherwise negotiated among peers in the case of selfmanaged projects (e.g. Lorea28). In the former case, users do not have any influence on the
governance of the platform; if they want to use the service, they necessarily have to accept
and comply with the terms and conditions. The latter case represents, instead, an example of
distributed, commons-based governance; in this case, peers not only have their say in the
terms of use, but also have the opportunity to participate in establishing the rules of production. In this regard, different degrees of decentralisation may range from the opportunity to
comment or vote29 on licensing changes (e.g. Facebook) to the possibility of engaging in a
real collaborative drafting process (e.g. Wikipedia; see Forte, Larco and Bruckman 2009).
Wikipedia is a case of governance being semi-distributed among several nodes structured in
semi-centralised clusters (administrators and editors control what is accepted or rejected in
case of conflict) or decentralised local networks (chapters for choosing projects and thematics on which to focus, e.g. the Wikicheese30 project of Wikimedia France).
Beyond the drafting of rules which users have to respect in order to participate in the peerproduction process, governance is also embedded in the work process and the organizational design. Distributed organizational design of product development can take place in innovative firms, which apply self-governance (Valve31). More fully distributed governance models
will be based on decentralised decision-making and cooperative management. As opposed
to traditional systems of governance based on hierarchical and centralised decision-making,
distributed governance models are often more empowering to contributors and users. They
are based on bottom-up, decentralised processes of decision-making and generally exist in
innovative firms or communities, which rely on self-governance and cooperative management. Even companies with centralised ownership can embrace distributed management
(e.g. Valve; see van der Graaf 2012).
Finally, the governance of the design choices of the platform itself can be subjected to
more or less centralised control. This will move towards more distribution of power if users
have the capacity to propose new features to be integrated into the service. It will go further if
they can develop such features themselves, in the form of plug-ins or add-ons. If the technology is based on Free/Libre Open Source Software (FLOSS), this feature will reach the
fullest level of decentralisation and enable exit without penalty, by means of forking to create
a new, parallel project duplicating previous contributions and starting afresh. Decentralised
governance is here supported by, and embedded in, the openness of the technical design
based on the software and data licensing, empowering peers to modify the platform, adapt it
to their needs and transfer the datasets. Inversely, if the technology is closed, a central point
of control will be re-introduced in order to validate the new feature (e.g. AppStore32).
5.4. Ownership of Peer Production Output
From texts and photos to comments and editing, most creative contributions on peer platforms are subject to copyright law. By ownership of peer production output, we mean the
large scope of copyright licensing arrangements, which may be present in the platform’s
Terms of Use, governing the use and reuse conditions of the content created by users. A
28

http://lorea.org/
As a reminder (see Section 3), the purpose of this paper is not to investigate the intrinsic quality of processes
such as Facebook's voting procedure, or to investigate the possible gap between these claims and their implementation in practice, as this would require in-depth, qualitative case studies of the different platforms.
30
https://fr.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wikip%C3%A9dia:WikiCheese
31
http://www.valvesoftware.com/
32
https://itunes.apple.com/pw/genre/ios/id36?mt=8
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synonym for this is availability: according to the typology of Currie et al. (2013), “from GNU
General Public License to Creative Commons licenses to moral economies where no formal
legal structure exists, to direct corporate expropriation, where participants knowingly carry
out free or underpaid labour and indirect expropriation, as when participants often unwittingly
offer up their data for commercial usage”. These conditions of appropriation of the fruits of
creative (in the copyright sense) labour performed by peers can be a direct consequence of
features such as ownership of means of production and governance of terms of use. If a platform is centrally owned and governed, terms of use can be and will probably have been
drafted by the corporation or the non-profit. Distributed governance gives users a chance to
obtain more favourable licensing choices even if Terms of Use cannot generally be negotiated and have to be accepted in order to contribute on the platform.
The scope of licensing options, the bundle of rights33 according to our typology oscillates
between the highest and exclusive concentration of rights in the hands of the platform’s owner (thus, centralisation34) and their widest redistribution and availability for others (hence,
decentralisation). It will have an impact on the value of the output generated (as we analyse
in the next section), depending on the gradation in sharing of rights between the platform, the
original user-contributor and subsequent users in the audience who may become contributors and may build upon the peer production. A few notable examples (e.g. Facebook) show
that terms of use endowing the platform owner with the highest degree of concentration favour a high level of concentration in platform ownership and rights ownership.
The platform can assert exclusivity over peer production through Terms of Use governing
users' contributions. Contributors accepting the transfer of all rights and granting full exclusivity to a platform will not be able to reuse their contribution on another platform. Social media
often require a full transfer for the exploitation of fan fiction (Ford 2015): Amazon Kindle
Worlds35, although offering royalties to contributors, requires that “When you submit your
story in a World, you are granting Amazon Publishing an exclusive license to the story and all
the original elements you include in that story”.
Some platforms relying on user participation, even if they are owned by commercial companies, may allow modifications to be freely available in order to increase further traffic and
reuse, and thereby purchases, donations or grants, leading to new forms of value-sharing (in
the context of “mods”, modified video games, see van der Graaf 2012).
Instead of a transfer of ownership away from the creator, the platform can require a nonexclusive licence that allows it to reuse content, sell, transfer or sub-license content, or to
use it in conjunction with advertising (Instagram36 or Second Life37).
The platform can claim a non-exclusive licence, but only to display the content, thereby allowing the system to function a minima, without extending the license to the right to sell
(Twitter38 also corresponds to that standard).
If information is absent, if no terms of use or licence are specified, copyright will apply by
default and all rights will remain with the author; only the use of a Creative Commons or similar licence would define the scope of third-party permissions (Kopfschlag39).
As is the case, for example, with Creative Commons licences,40 the range of options used
among free culture and digital commons communities includes different ways of the creator
retaining some rights (more centralisation) while sharing some rights over peer production
33

Copyright grants a bundle of rights to creators, which can then be licensed, assigned or further transferred,
exclusively or not. Ostrom’s bundle of rights is different since it does not apply specifically to untangible works. A
fundamental notion in common law, it is also a basic of civil law (usus, fructus and abusus).
34
We do not address the specific situation of rights assignment to the Free Software Foundation just for the purpose of their enforcement
35
https://kindleworlds.amazon.com/
36
https://instagram.com/
37
http://secondlife.com/
38
https://twitter.com/
39
http://www.kopfschlag.com/
40
Rights remaining with the public are non-commercial usage (with CC ND NC), usage and the right to make
derivative works (with CC NC), usage including commercial (with CC ND), commercial and derivative usage (with
CC BY).
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with the public (more decentralisation). All Creative Commons licenses options guarantee the
right of access to all (usus), the right of modification or commercialization (fructus) may be
performed by others according to creators’ permissions, who can prevent exclusion or enclosure (abusus) with a copyleft, share-alike clause.
Reserving rights to commercial exploitation will partially recentralize ownership, to the extent that the author becomes a central contact point for commercial exploitation.
Reserving derivative rights only will partially decentralize the commercial exploitation of
the original production.
The copyleft option provides a distributed, shared ownership and prevents further recentralisation (or enclosure) of the production's derivatives. The latter regime requires modifications (fructus) to be licensed according to the same conditions of access and use (usus
and abusus), thus distributing ownership by granting rights to the public, which members
may use by creating a derivative.
The attribution option and public domain dedication will fully distribute the rights’ exercise,
allowing anyone even to re-proprietize a derivative of the peer production.
5.5. Value
Our fifth dimension addresses the value of the output of the peer-production process. While
we acknowledge that defining value as it relates to peer production is a process in the making, and still incomplete41, we define value operationally, for the purpose of this typology, as
the management of benefits, understood as both market-based economic and unquantifiable
socio-cultural benefits, generated from the peer-production process, ranging from their exclusive appropriation by an actor or a group of actors (most often the owner of the platform),
to redistribution to the community and even further, to society at large (thus, according to our
typology, at the further end of the decentralisation spectrum).
Value is heavily linked to ownership of the means of production and of the peer production
itself; in this regard, Currie et al. (2013) wonder: “Is there collective control and/or individual
access to the resource produced by participation? Can participants trust that what they give
to a project will be returned to them in some form (credit and authorship, legal rights, access
to resources)?”
We build this definition on the number of recent contributions in which value in commonsbased peer production has been tentatively defined. Coleman (2005)’s notion of “ethical labour”, Kelty (2008)’s analysis of “schooling”, Arvidsson and Peitersen (2013)’s contribution
on “reputation” focus on the production work more than on the production output.
Value assessment of public domain works (Pollock 2006; Erickson et al. 2015), which digitization and preservation can be achieved through peer production (Dulong de Rosnay
2013a), and which reuse will lead to further peer production, can serve as a useful analogy.
Evaluation models developed by Pollock and Erickson et al. are powerful, but still marketbased. In a broader definition of value, we want to take into account not only the commercial
exploitation of the production (or its equivalent) and the social value of cooperation for the
peers, but also include non-quantifiable cultural benefits. Capital-based metrics are unable to
take into account the quality cultural value of peer production. Happiness metrics are also
market-based, and demonstrating the political value of the commons and of sharing will require a conceptual framework, which will depart from capital-like evaluation of the public domain, open data or reputational economies. Net value, compensated value, creation costs,
business models, economic opportunities for investors, commercial equivalent, cost savings,
visitorship are useful indicators in Pollock and Erickson et al. Personal benefits for the producer, and advantages for the user, have been studied for free software. But there are no
metrics to appreciate the advantages and “pleasure” for society derived from production and
access to works and services of quality, towards intangible cultural collective development
and not only economic development.

41

According to Arvidsson and Peitersen (2013, 84), CBPP theorists Benkler and Bauwens both avoid the question of value creation, for ideological, idealistic reasons
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Fuster Morell et al. (2014) argue that the question of value in collaborative communities is
a matter of both economy and justice, as “[t]he problem of how to regulate and reward activities that are presently without a market value […] is contingent [upon finding] a rational and
transparent measure of value”, and build a definition of value in peer production that includes
six dimensions: community building (dimension of the community/network of producers), objective accomplishment, monetary value, reputation, ecological value and social use value of
the resulting resource.
Building upon Bauwens' seminal work on the political economy of peer production (2005),
Tkacz, Mendoza and Musiani (2014) also highlight the role of peer-production processes in
producing “bearable hierarchies”, and in turn how these are crucial in defining value, observing how “the intensification and extension of computational processes [...] has led to a proliferation of bottom-up procedures to formalise (social) values, rendering them easily calculable
and lending order to the decentralised world of peers, but without necessarily replicating capitalistic calculations of value”; if hierarchies persist in peer production, they point out, “perhaps it is the qualities of these new hierarchies and competitive forms that is novel”. This ties
into Bechmann and Lomborg’s (2012) observation that value creation in social media is either addressed in economic and socio-political terms (power, exploitation and business revenues) or as “sense-making”, creative explorations of the self and management of social relationships; the authors argue that these different conceptions of value creation have consequences when it comes to conceptualize users as participatory agents—as peers in the
sense adopted in this article.
More specifically on the quality and the reusability of CBPP (and user-generated content
distributed under open licenses at large), Dulong de Rosnay (2013b) introduces the impact of
the legal framework (besides copyright licensing) on value in peer production, as the provision or disclaimer of liability for peer-production outputs will have an impact on the motivations of contributors and on the possibility to add value to the output of others by creating
derivative works, as one of the motto of free culture is to build upon previous works: large
amounts of open content, without a representation by the licensor that this is not infringing
upon others' rights—a frequent output of peer production—cannot be safely reused and do
not necessarily entail good value in the long term. If copyleft licensing potentially multiplies
the value of the production, as it allows its transformation, the absence of warranty that it can
be safely and legally done hampers the economic value, as authors or derivatives may face
legal risks. It also potentially diminishes the social value of the commons if cooperation is
discouraged. Quantitative measurement of Creative Commons licensed works is achievable42, but measurement of derivatives from Creative Commons licensed works has not been
performed.
Along these lines, Kreiss, Finn and Turner (2011) note that, in peer production, changes in
ubiquity and power relations at the level of processes do not necessarily imply a revolution in
the attribution of benefits related to outputs. Kostakis (2013), building on previous work on
the “crisis of value”, points out the sustainability problem when assessing value in peer production: he remarks that more and more of commons-based peer producers’ time goes into
producing use value (utility as valuable to someone), but there is no substantial return of income to them: a volunteer pool can be sustainable collectively through the continuous renewal of its members, but membership cannot be exclusively composed of volunteer individuals on a permanent basis.
In its variety of for-profit forms, the so-called sharing economy is an example of how value
in peer production is often (re)centralised in the same way it was analyzed by Terranova
(2000). Several businesses in the sharing economy, such as Über and Airbnb43, can arguably be considered as a deviation from the symmetrical, egalitarian, (perhaps utopian), collaboration-based model of the original idea of carpooling and couchsurfing, reducing or voiding
some of the traditional costs associated with doing business by delegating tasks to users and
co-opting their output, and concentrating the benefits derived from this. In this sense, “peer
42
43
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labour seems to both depend on, and, at times, extend existing concentrations of resources”
(Kreiss et al. 2011, 255).
At the other end of the spectrum, emerging legal instruments such as copyfarleft licences
(Kleiner 2007) can be leveraged to decentralize value in peer-production processes, as they
“distinguish between commercial usages enacted by worker-owned collectives, cooperatives,
or any other institution where profits are distributed (equally) amongst all workers, and those
enacted by commercial entities or corporations whose businesses are exclusively based on
the exploitation of wage labour” (Vieira and De Filippi 2014). Copyfarleft and reciprocity principles are emerging, and licensing schemes are still under development at the time of writing;
therefore, there is no practical example of an application embedding these principles of value
redistribution.

6. Conclusions
This article has presented a typology of five different features in online peer-production platforms: ownership of the means of production, technical architecture, copyright ownership of
the production output, governance arrangements, and redistribution of the value generated
by the platform. The typology has adopted (de)centralisation as the cross-cutting criterion of
analysis for these features.
Our objective throughout has not been primarily normative, but rather one of description
and analysis—and these conclusions are no exception. We do not wish to suggest that there
is a mix of “ideal” levels of decentralisation that these five features can achieve in order to
build, in turn, an “ideal” peer-production platform. There can be no such thing in a realm
that—as this article and many others have shown in recent years—is populated by so many
different actors, aims, objectives, products and processes. However, this typology can hopefully constitute a systematic critical perspective on the different layers of peer-production design—a comprehensive reference of categories, continuums and ideal types, enabling platform developers, users, regulators (and researchers) to delve into which parameters may
facilitate or impede dynamics tending towards profit and exclusion or, on the contrary, collective governance of commons-based peer production and redistribution of value. The typology
also draws attention on the need to frame peer production and its theories of value outside of
a market-based evaluation of both the process and the output, and to appreciate unquantifiable, collective social and cultural benefits. Beyond acting as an analytical contribution to the
scientific framing of the field, the typology aims at breaking down and exposing the political
benefits of decentralisation for specific peer production dynamics.
Today, communities of both research and practice are giving their full attention to concepts such as the sharing economy, participation, collaboration, the commons, and the dynamics that these subtend—while at the same time struggling ethically and methodologically
with a number of implications, including overtime sustainability, hype vs. disillusionment,
gaps between manifestos, realities, and political values. With our typology, we have also
wished to contribute to the untangling of these complex issues within a field of research and
practice that is increasingly rich and articulated. Just as it holds opportunities—brought to the
fore by a predominantly participatory and emancipatory discourse—peer production also has
its limits, as Kreiss et al. (2011) remind us. Tools such as this typology may help to underline
the extent to which opportunities and limits are embedded in a variety of layers and levels of
the peer-production process—and how the very concepts of “opportunity” and “limit” in peer
production are relative, depending on the actors and the objectives involved in the process. It
is up to future research to bring further nuances to the mosaic, by means of further systematization attempts as well as further detailed case studies that will shed light on what this typology has deliberately not addressed: the gap between claims to participation and equality,
and their day-to-day implementation in practice.
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