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Ephemeral emergents and anticipation in online connected creativity

Abstract

In this paper, we seek to address the challenge of online connected creativity by studying the
emergence of novelty in the *Sensory Threads’ project, a six-month project currently underway as
part of the EPSRC cluster project, http://www.creatorproject.org/, (EP/G002088/1), New Research
Processes and Business Models for the Creative Industries. The cluster brings together
practitioners from the creative industries with researchers from varied traditions that span ICT, the
arts and humanities, the social sciences, and business studies, through the establishment of pilot
projects, such as Sensory Threads that have a creative, technical and value-creating dimension.
The paper extends previous conceptual and methodological work concerning the capture of the
emergence of novelty and processes of learning and knowledge transfer in on-line settings
comprising multiple actors, uncertain outcomes and diffuse data sources.

The UK is renowned for its creative industries in areas as diverse as music, animation, design,
gaming and the visual and creative arts. It has been estimated that the creative industries account
for 7.3% of the UK economy, parallel in size therefore to the financial services industry (DCMS,
2007). The livelihood of a growing proportion of UK citizens therefore depends upon the sector
maintaining its growth trajectory, particularly in the South East. Together with London and parts of
the East of England and South West, the South East region forms a "mega region” of world class
significance in relation to the creative economy. The David Powell report (2002) suggests that the
creative industries employ more than half a million people in the South East and contribute more
than 40 billion to the regional economy. Creative and cultural industries represent around 30 per
cent of its GDP, making it our region's fastest growing sector. Good understanding of the
challenges and opportunities presented by the sector is therefore important from a regional
development point of view. Yet studying the sector presents challenges from a research point of
view:

® A diverse range of increasingly cross-linked industries (e.g. arts, culture, heritage, gaming,
performance, sports)

® The potential for many inter-related (aesthetic) artefacts and services

® Digital technology can establish new resonances between social practices and the techno-
creative milieu

® The need for continually (re) organising entrepreneurial & innovative team collaborations
around new projects

® Novel, sometimes unorthodox, combinations of people and technologies for which there
may be no precedent

® Values issues regarding interchange of artistic, cultural, social capitals (particularly where
creative output is critical or challenging of powerful groupings).

Inevitably then, our research designs must address multiple contexts, locations (virtual and
physical) and levels of analysis presenting an analytical challenge to management researchers
(Pettigrew et al, 2001). In this paper, we seek to address this challenge by studying the emergence
of novelty in the “Sensory Threads’ project, a six-month project currently underway as part of the
EPSRC cluster project, http://www.creatorproject.org/, (EP/G002088/1), New Research Processes
and Business Models for the Creative Industries. The cluster brings together practitioners from the
creative industries with researchers from varied traditions that span ICT, the arts and humanities,
the social sciences, and business studies, through the establishment of pilot projects, such as
Sensory Threads that have a creative, technical and value-creating dimension.
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Sensory Threads is based on earlier (and ongoing) collaborative work between the creative arts
organisation Proboscis and Birkbeck College, on developing participatory sensing projects: building
and adapting platforms for environmental sensing by citizens that map and correlate the sensor data
to other kinds of contextual knowledge. These projects have not only explored the nature of data
collection but also issues of public engagement through playful and social activities such as street
performance/carnival and hobbyist robotics. Sensory Threads continues in this vein, bringing in
new partners to explore how sensor technologies increasingly mediate our perceptions of the world
around us, and what happens when we extend the sensing of the ‘environment’ to include our own
bodies. In terms of a timeline, the key events take place in September 2008 (a participatory
workshop at a festival in Tokyo), subsequent development work in the UK, and further small scale
trials, the project ending in February 2009. A further aim of the project is to examine processes of
knowledge transfer, interdisciplinary teams and the exploration of potential business models for
new products and services.

The research challenges presented by Sensory Threads are interconnected; the resulting research
milieu is fluid, dynamic, reaching into uncertain domains (creatively and technically), yet highly
interconnected. This challenge to researchers is compounded when, as is so often the case,
specialist expertise is at a premium and project participants are located in different geographical
locations. Participants are located in different organisations across the UK with some project
activities taking place in specialist laboratory settings. Team meetings take place at proboscis
premises in London. Some developmental events (will) take place in the public sphere, both in the
UK and in Japan. Different personnel attend different events, both due to the specialist need of the
project at the time, and simple availability, and a growing number of project participants have
become involved over time. Thus, creativity takes part across the project as a whole, but is
fragmented across space and time, with multiple data sources arising, sometimes unpredictably and
in different forms. In such circumstances, project teams (or parts of them) may meet in person, as
well as form an online connected community using software platforms such as Basecamp or Ning,
not only to circulate documents and impart practical information, but also to support and develop
the creative process itself.

This paper seeks firstly therefore, to address the challenge of capturing the emergence of novelty
and processes of learning and knowledge transfer in Sensory Threads, a setting for online connected
creativity comprising multiple actors, uncertain outcomes and diffuse data sources, connected
through the Basecamp platform. Secondly, in doing so, we extend previous conceptual work that
has investigated the significance of emergence in theorising entrepreneurship (Fuller et al, 2007a, b)
into an exploration of how we might articulate the creation and flow of value and effective ontology
in a creative landscape (Warren and Fuller, 2008).

Thus far, for Fuller, Warren et al (2007 a.b; 2008), the overarching research question has been, How
do processes of entrepreneurship result in the emergence of new phenomena (new products,
services, value creating systems) in particular social or industry contexts? While the agential
dimension of entrepreneurship suggests that acts of creativity are significant in initiating change, the
emphasis on context too is very significant. We argue that to remain fit over time in the dynamic,
fluid landscape indicated above, it will be essential that creative firms constantly organise for
novelty in anticipation of new collaborations, new networks and new patterns of consumer
behaviour. Those seeking to engage will have to act on contingency, where strategy is what is
possible in an environment where the future is unpredictable e.g. (Sarasvathy 2001), fast moving
and contains many actors, artefacts and potential collaborators that may co-evolve in complex non-
linear ways. Yet, as Lichtenstein et al (2006) discuss, the study of system-wide dynamics is
challenging, as the process can span long periods of time and many modes of activity take place
across different contexts (Low and MacMillan 1988). An obvious approach to dealing with this
fluidity is to simplify research designs by focussing on one level of analysis, in most cases the



individual, the firm or the industry. Yet this can only lead to partial, impoverished pictures of what
is surely a far more rich and vibrant milieu.

Through understandings of complexity theory, Fuller, Warren et al (2007 a.b; 2008), have
developed a framework designed to capture how novelty arises as emergent order over time
(illustrated in Figure 1). Theoretically, we conceive that such temporary structures have ontological
status, as ideas, mental models, thought experiments, casual connections and fleeting alliances
attract and amplify creativity, energising new transformations, new patterns, new possibilities and
new resonances. In this context, ephemeral emergents are meaningful, acquiring causal power as
they bind resources and energy from both inside and outside a firm, or a collaboration, gaining
legitimacy and potentially adding value. The continual construction of such temporary structures
thus represents a form of ‘anticipatory strategising’ on the part of creative individuals, who, in their
identification and exploitation of new and expanding niches, seek not to merely react to, but also to
shape new forms of consumer and/or participant behaviour as industries change. Methodologically,
we demonstrate that the framework has analytical potential too, using it to support effectively the
collection of data: ordering and categorising empirical observations concerning how different
phenomena emerge over time across the multiple levels of analysis and contexts (physical and
virtual) in Sensory Threads.
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