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Intensional Networks

Kurt Komaromi

Through a process of ethnographic research, Bonnie Nardi, Steve Whittaker and Heinrich Schwarz (2002) have examined the importance of personal social networks in the workplace. With the recent trend to downsizing and reducing layers of management in corporations, there is an increased focus on relationships outside the organization rather than traditional teams of workers operating from within. Communication technologies are making it easier for workers separated by distance to collaborate and support each other. This has led to the notion of “virtual” organizations or work groups.

Nardi and her colleagues have developed a concept they refer to as intensional networks. This is a personal network of professional colleagues that extends beyond the boundaries of one’s organization. The network can be both active and dormant depending on activity levels. Members of the network are collected and drawn together to complete a specific task or project and then dispersed until the next appropriate opportunity arises. For example, an independent producer gets a contract to produce a media project for a distribution company and then assembles a team of writers, graphic designers, animators and technicians. The success of the project is largely determined by the strength of the producer’s network and his ability to coordinate the talent.

To investigate their network model, the team conducted interviews and observations among a sample group of twenty-two workers from twelve different organizations. This group represented a good cross-section of people including independent contractors, consultants, senior executives and clerical staff. The organizations ranged from small businesses and non-profits to large corporations. The researchers asked subjects about the work they performed, who they collaborated with and what communications strategies they used.

What they observed in a small organization was a core group of owners and staff augmented by a much larger group of independent contractors. In some cases, staff moved back and forth between freelance and permanent status based on the level of available work and the presence of outside opportunities. Other individuals such as clients and suppliers were often active contributors to a project to the point of taking up temporary residence in the firm’s offices.  

In a larger organization, they observed a process of business development led by one of the research subjects. This woman actively used her network of contacts and continually added new members to it as she looked for development partners for her company. Her success was closely tied to her ability to expand and maintain her network.

By interviewing and observing an independent television producer, they observed the process he used to produce commercials and animations for organizations such as MTV and Nickelodeon. Based on his intimate knowledge of the client organization and their culture, he would hire appropriate members of his large network of independent artists, animators, copywriters and designers and assemble then into a project team. The producer would coordinate this team, managing the production process and the relationship with his client.

The process of networking is a dynamic one and the researchers articulated three key tasks:

· Building a network – adding new contacts to the network so there are sufficient resources when the need arises.

· Maintaining the network – keeping in touch with members and providing assistance and support where possible.

· Activating contacts – selecting and assembling contacts when a new project is initiated.

The authors also investigated the communication technologies and strategies used to maintain these networks. They found the choice of communication media depended on two factors, recipient preference and history of interaction. Rather than always employing e-mail or telephone, communication selection bowed to the preferences of clients and network members along with the contingencies imposed by the situation. Although it could be frustrating at times, project leaders understood the importance of tailoring their strategies to individual preferences and what worked well on past projects.

They also compared these intensional networks to other models of collaboration in the workplace. Notably, they highlighted Wegner’s (1998) concept of a community of practice. The community of practice is more comprehensive than a network and typically takes place within an organization. It is a paradigm for understanding how learning takes place in a social setting, on the job. Learners observe experienced practitioners and borrow techniques and strategies. Identity is formed and strengthened as a result of this interaction. 

While the community of practice is a shared experience and often involves a common organizational culture that all members subscribe to, intensional networks are more individual, more diverse and tend to be widely distributed across organizational boundaries.

Ultimately, intensional networks solve two problems in our current economy. They provide resources and support for individual workers to manage their own career development. This is especially true for independent workers, consultants and others who are self-employed. This trend is growing in America as corporations continue to either downsize permanent staff or look to outsource work for maximum flexibility. 

Second, these networks provide a pool of talented people to organizations to supplement their permanent resources. While this benefit can apply to all organizations, it is particularly useful to small companies that cannot afford to employ a large staff. By drawing resources from a network, overhead expenses can be kept low and incurred only when a client project or customer demand warrants.

The authors also suggest that new communication technologies are required to maintain and activate intensional networks. The current generation of contact management programs are not adequate for capturing and organizing the dynamic qualities of the networks. What’s needed is something more sophisticated and adept at matching individuals and skills to specific projects. This becomes even more challenging as the networks grow larger.

I think that the concept of intensional networks is a great model for anyone looking to work as an independent consultant or start a small business. By building our own networks, we can supplement our skills and expand the range of services we can supply to clients. Few people can really maintain multiple competencies but clients appreciate the opportunity for a single-source solution rather than dealing with multiple contractors. By using the network model, it’s possible to organize an operate a consulting firm without a lot of startup capital and risk.

Consulting work can be lonely. Having a network of colleagues provides emotional support in addition to any financial benefits. Most people enjoy belonging to a team and this is a good strategy for independent workers to use. 

The network also becomes an excellent source of referrals, client leads and references. One of the real challenges of operating as an independent consultant is having to wear so many hats. You must find the clients, qualify them, close the contracts and then shift into production mode, developing and delivering the actual solutions. Many of these activities are mutually exclusive. You cannot be actively recruiting new clients while delivering services to a current customer. Having a network allows you to share responsibilities and work more effectively. 

Finally, the network can be a source for professional development. While we learn by doing, we can avoid some of the pitfalls and false starts by relying on people who have already traveled down the same road. 
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