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Abstract

The Center on Organizational Innovation (COI) at Columbia University celebrates its
twenty-fifth anniversary, and this essay reviews this quarter of a century of conceptual and
methodological innovations at COI in the area of networks, communication, and knowl-
edge. The content of these concepts has changed markedly, partly due to advances within
interdisciplinary encounters, and partly due to fundamental changes in underlying social
phenomena. COI scholars strived to understand such novel phenomena by methodolog-
ical innovation with conceptual richness, engaging with temptations to adopt simplistic
and atavistic imageries of sociation and agency in interdisciplinary fields. The fields of
network science, knowledge networks, and online communications are three areas where
COI research brought novel insights, that challenged dominant perspectives, marrying an
ethnographer’smindsetwith a broad range of quantitativemethods. In addition to review-
ing COI research achievements, I also outline key contemporary empirical puzzles, where
perspectives from COI remain relevant and fruitful.
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1 Introduction

TheCenter onOrganizational Innovation (COI) at ColumbiaUniversity celebrates its twenty-
fifth anniversary of operation: a quarter century of rethinking and inventing questions and
arguments about sociation and novelty, with a committed community and a wonderfully dy-
namic flux of scholars. In a way, the Center itself is an exercise in organizational innovation,
with a shared pragmatic stance towards intellectual experimentation, disciplinary and method-
ological hybrids, and scholarly community-building in real and virtual spaces.

Networks, knowledge, and communication are three related concepts at the heart of COI
scholarship, concepts alongwhichCOI researchers have challenged dominant frames, and con-
tributed to paradigm shifts. In this essay, I review the emerging contours of an intellectual
style and research community, and its impact via the lens of these three concepts, where novel
methods and technologies provoked unique intellectual contributions. I argue that the three
concepts represent three cases where COI research overcame temptations of validity shortcuts:
temptations to recline back on simplistic and retrograde conceptions of sociation and agency,
that are often mobilized when novel methods or technologies appear.

We have repeatedly witnessed that the appearance of a novel method, technology, or media
of communication would provoke a rush of sensemaking— and with it, an influx of attention
from a wider range of fields — and this influx of progressive attention then (somewhat para-
doxically) would lead to a retrogression to superseded conceptual frames. One can think of
the example of the recent literature on “social physics” that operates with contemporary data
science methods, but with nineteenth-century conceptions of social processes. I argue that
research at COI was developed in an active dialog with validity deficits brought about by “pro-
gressive retrogrades” in literatures about network science, internet communication, or digital
platforms. One possible reason for the immunity of COI research to validity deficits might be
an ethnographic commitment to faithfully conceptualize and document lived experience, and
an omnivorous eagerness to adopt and hybridize novel quantitative and qualitative methods
from across disciplines. In this short essay, I can only pose and illustrate this hypothesis, that
temptations to adopt simplistic imageries of sociation and agency that we often see in interdis-
ciplinary fields can be resisted by marrying an ethnographer’s mindset with a broad range of
innovative large-scale methods.

In this brief text, I have little space to document the richness of COI research that detected
and explored novel phenomena in a wide range of problem areas, from new forms of civic
activism to the transformation of trades in finance, from experimentation in small-group co-
creation to transforming global value chains. I merely offer a brief outline of conceptual de-
velopments in the areas of networks, knowledge, and communications; and I only mention a
few contemporary empirical puzzles where ongoing work at COI keeps contributing to our
understanding of these areas.

2 Conceptual Innovations

The concept of networks had repeatedly reinvigorated social scientific imagination, by being a
useful container of ideas that were both structural and agentic at the same time. Starting from
Georg Simmel’s insights on the interplay of individuality and sociation a century ago, social
scientists subsequently used themetaphor of networks to theorize about themeso level of com-
munities, positions, and roles. Around the turnof themillennium,wewitnessed rapid expanses
in methods and capabilities to analyze large network datasets, and social scientists engaged in
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novel interactions with physicists, graph mathematicians and computer scientists, working to
understand the relatedness and complex dynamics of contemporary life. Scholars at COI were
deeply involved in this turn that saw the emergence of network science, and contributed cru-
cially to understand everything from the emergence of global economic-financial relations to
the emergence of global publics, from entrepreneurship through activism to the arts.

The paradox in the stellar career of the network concept is that while methods had evolved
with high speed into the twenty-first century, conceptions of social relatedness and agency had
taken a retrograde path, in some ways reverting to imageries and conceptual building blocks
from the nineteenth century. Our methods had seen waves of exciting developments, such
as imports from statistical physics and graph mathematics, or from developments in machine
learning (like neural networks predicting entire graphs or connecting large language models
into dynamic networks). At the same time, conceptions of social dynamics in the new social
physics of networks often repeatmisunderstandings from the nineteenth century, atavistic con-
ceptual leanings thatCharlesTilly alertedus about alreadyback in the 1980s: taking individuals
to be the atoms of society, thinking of change as a coherent phenomenon, or reifying structures
as externally given, a-temporal, and deterministic. In a way, borrowing exciting methods from
the natural sciences brought with it an unwanted tangle of validity concerns that the social sci-
ences have already fought so hard to untangle in the 1980s and the 1990s, under the banner
of a relational agenda to amend deficiencies of structuralist and methodological individualist
thinking.

Researchers atCOIhad constantly challenged vulgar structuralism andurgedus to think of
networks inseparable from agency and symbols. Our excitement about the network metaphor
is less about charting fundamental mechanisms of tie formation and macro scale reachability,
but rather we see networks as tools to understand emergence, social change, and success. We
would focus on possibilities and agency in the context of networks, instead of a formalist deter-
minism. Wewould take the dyad as a social atom, and not the individual. We think of network
ties as stories and— sometimes shared, sometimes challenged— interpretations. Work at COI
had provided proof that relational thinking can be aligned with analyzing large-scale network
datasets, and that adopting methods from network science should not also mean subscribing
to a formalist-determinist mode of theorizing, as in social physics.

The trajectory of the concept of networks was largely mirrored in the trajectory of the con-
cepts of knowledge and communication. These concepts have also been filled with radically
new content over the past twenty-five years, as we saw a wave of research in business and orga-
nizations about the relationship between knowledge and networks. Themain keywords in this
literature were efficiency and diffusion: Organizations are better off if they nurture efficient
networks that help diffuse knowledge, fast and wide, to help the creation of new knowledge.

In parallel to the simplified conceptions of structure and agency in network physics, busi-
ness school researchers often reverted to a nineteenth-century imagery of networks and knowl-
edge, portrayed as an efficient circuitry where durable packets of knowledge can circulate with-
out resistance and loss. The major deficiency of this imagery is that it leaves the core problem
of the creation of novel knowledge unaddressed. Business school literatures typically connect
knowledge networks with the frame of innovation, which is about the organization and man-
agement of novel solutions, rather than the creation of novelty itself. This literature placesmost
of its bets on the broker: an actor strategically placed at intersections of flow, privileged by their
strategic location to capture bits of ideas before others.

Researchers at COI were attuned to the blind spot innovation leaves about invention, and
saw knowledge networks via the lens of conflict and productive friction, rather than media-
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tion. Truly novel ideas will not likely appear by assembling pieces of information that brokers
can capture. First, it is unlikely that the key knowledge ingredients of truly novel ideas are so
portable that they could travel vast distances in a social network, and still retain their useful-
ness in potential recombinations. Second, nothing would guarantee that communities would
readily disseminate the results of their knowledge explorations to outsider brokers. Instead of
diffusion, researchers at COI think in terms of switchings, translations, and creative tensions.

The establishment of COI also coincided with one of the most profound and exciting in-
vivo experiments in human history: the explosion of digital communications and the internet.
The past twenty-five years in communication technologies and practice have been a momen-
tous transformation comparable to the Gutenberg era. Communication technology has not
only revolutionized business, politics, and culture, but also resulted in the emergence of the
radically new organizational form of the platform. In that respect the digital transformation is
a fundamental economic change comparable to the post-socialist era.

COI research had always been oriented towards understanding emergence, and doc-
umenting cases of profound societal transformations. The case of digital transformation
was also seen to be a case of social change, where new actors, organizational forms, and
economic-political systems emerge. First, COI researchers pioneered techniques to map the
relational meso-structures of digital publics in the form of blogospheres around the world,
documenting the significance of symbolic linkages and divide in the structure of these fields.
COI research then also documented the fundamental transformation of entrepreneurship and
co-creation in the digital age, with novel tech start-ups, project ecosystems, and novel ideas of
labor, value, and creativity. A recent synthesis at COI documents the organizational nature of
platforms, and the novel aspects of algorithmic management, that stretch the understanding
of organizations beyond the paradigm of networks.

3 Empirical Puzzles

Research at COI— and the COI approach to resist temptations of validity deficits — contin-
ues to be relevant today, as we start the second quarter of a century of engagement with the
intertwined phenomena of networking, communications, and knowledge creation. There are
several questions, puzzles, paradoxes, where these three concepts meet; my aim here is to out-
line a few puzzles as examples to highlight that it is the combined advance both with methods
and imageries that can fuel advances in the social sciences.

What networking entails is fundamentally influenced by communication affordances, and
the nature of public arenas. It is difficult to imagine any form of social relatedness today that
could exist completely outside of digital communication technologies. Consider how you have
shared your working papers twenty-five years ago, and how you share them now. Similarly,
the nature and role of knowledge are fundamentally shaped by how we interact, and how we
devise organizational formswhere old knowledge can be challenged and new knowledge can be
created. Reflect on how you or your students discovered a new scientific publication twenty-
five years ago, and how they do now. We now have journals that publish more than 20,000
articles a year, and we now employ large language models in our reading and writing practice,
to summarize entire fields of literature.

Fundamental transformations often present puzzling contradictions, opening new fron-
tiers in our research agendas. One paradox in the transformation of networking is that by mak-
ing ties infinitely cheap (as we can maintain our connections via social media ties and video
calls), the resultingmacro-scale transformation of networks is not towards a flatter, denser, and
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more inclusive structure, but towards radical centralization and inequality. Hubs and socio-
metric stars dominate like never before: the limit to sociometric dominance is only our cogni-
tive limit to manage connections — until we can augment our social cognition with artificial
intelligence.

A key paradox in the transformation of knowledge generation and communication is that
easier access to knowledge made it easier to obscure knowledge as well and made it harder to
engage in debates. While we have infinitely easier access to information compared to twenty-
five years ago, it has become much easier to deny knowledge and information by “noising out”
— by obscuring via fast and ubiquitous fake voices. Our practices of knowledge discovery and
creation in almost all fields (on markets, politics, in science) still rely on a concept of a public
that might no longer exist.

The digital transformation had brought with it the emergence of non-human social actors
with almost human capabilities. Social bots (social media algorithmic agents with high levels of
automation) have progressed in fifteen years from a possibility discussed at computer science
conferences to a reality that now takes upmore than half of the social media public. Questions
that this phenomenon raises are truly profound: not only dowe see a change in what a political
public was, but we might also see a fundamental transformation of how humans relate to one
another, and how trust and community evolve in hybrid human-artificial collectives.

The paradox in organizational form is that a transition to data-infused platform organiza-
tions that emerged from a culture of data sharing and digital transparency has made data more
exclusive, elusive, and uncertain than ever before. While we had high hopes in the social sci-
ences that society could be understood in fundamentally new ways via the big data revolution,
we now see that data traces of social behavior are algorithmically distorted and obscured by
platforms, and our windows of access are closing, rather than opening. Conventional inequal-
ities (for example, by gender) are deepening, rather than disappearing, and our opportunities
to document them are being lost.

Research at COI continues in the next quarter of a century, with excitement and oppor-
tunity, but also with a sense of responsibility: Our methodological tools continue to develop,
as we now have access to large language models and other machine learning tools. At the same
time, social phenomena keep increasing in complexity, as artificial agents increasingly become
social agents as well. Interdisciplinary encounters bring about novel validity deficits, where a
uniqueCOIperspectivewill always have relevance, tomarry excitingmethodological toolswith
conceptual richness.

4 COI Readings

Research at COI resulted in hundreds of publications in the area of networks, knowledge, and
communication. I highlight a few representative publications that can give a good overview of
how COI research engaged in this field.

Bach, Jonathan and David Stark (2004). Link, Search, Interact: The Co-Evolution of NGOs
and Interactive Technology. Theory, Culture & Society, 21(3), 101–117. https://doi.org/10
.1177/0263276404043622

Beunza, Daniel (2019). Taking the Floor: Models, Morals, andManagement in aWall Street
Trading Room. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
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Beunza, Daniel and David Stark (2004). Tools of the Trade: The Socio-Technology of Arbi-
trage in a Wall Street Trading Room. Industrial and Corporate Change, 13(2), 369–400.
https://doi.org/10.1093/icc/dth015

Boczkowski, Pablo J. (2004). Digitizing the News: Innovation in Online Newspapers. Cam-
bridge, MA: TheMIT Press.

Çalışkan, Koray (2023). Data Money: Inside Cryptocurrencies, Their Communities, Markets,
and Blockchains. New York, NY: Columbia University Press.

Callon, Michel and Fabian Muniesa (2005). Peripheral Vision: Economic Markets as Calcula-
tive Collective Devices. Organization Studies, 26(8), 1229–1250. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0170840605056393

Cattani, Gino and Simone Ferriani (2008). A Core/Periphery Perspective on Individual Cre-
ative Performance: Social Networks and Cinematic Achievements in the Hollywood Film
Industry. Organization Science, 19(6), 824–844. https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.1070.0350

Etling, Bruce, John Kelly, Robert Faris, and John Palfrey (2010). Mapping the Arabic Blo-
gosphere: Politics and Dissent Online. New Media & Society, 12(8), 1225–1243. https:
//doi.org/10.1177/1461444810385096

Grabher, Gernot (2004). Temporary Architectures of Learning: Knowledge Governance in
Project Ecologies. Organization Studies, 25(9), 1491–1514. https://doi.org/10.1177/0170
840604047996

Graves, Lucas (2016). Deciding What’s True: The Rise of Political Fact-checking in American
Journalism. New York, NY: Columbia University Press.

Lee, Byungkyu (2021). Close Relationships in Close Elections. Social Forces, 100(1), 400–425.
https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/soaa101

Li, Linda, Orsolya Vásárhelyi, and Balázs Vedres (2024). Social Bots Spoil Activist Sentiment
without Eroding Engagement. Scientific Reports, 14(1), 27005. https://doi.org/10.1038/s4
1598-024-74032-0

McInerney, Paul-Brian (2013). From SocialMovement toMoralMarket: How the Circuit Rid-
ers Sparked an IT Revolution and Created a TechnologyMarket. Stanford, California: Stan-
ford University Press.

Neff,Gina (2014). Venture Labor: Work and the Burden ofRisk in Innovative Industries. Cam-
bridge, MA:MIT Press.

Neff, Gina andDavid Stark (2004). Permanently Beta. In Philip E.N.Howard and Steve Jones
(Eds.), Society Online: The Internet in Context, Vol. 173 (p. 188). London, UK: Sage Publi-
cations.

Nielsen, Rasmus K. (2012). Ground Wars: Personalized Communication in Political Cam-
paigns. Princeton, Nj: Princeton University Press.

Opazo, Pilar M. (2016). Appetite for Innovation: Creativity and Change at elBulli. New York,
NY: Columbia University Press.
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Schrank, Andrew and Josh Whitford (2011). The Anatomy of Network Failure. Sociological
Theory, 29(3), 151–177. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-9558.2011.01392.x

de Souza Leão, Luciana and Gil Eyal (2019). The Rise of Randomized Controlled Trials
(RCTs) in International Development in Historical Perspective. Theory and Society, 48(3),
383–418. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11186-019-09352-6

Stark, David and Pieter Vanden Broeck (2024). Principles of AlgorithmicManagement. Orga-
nization Theory, 5(2), 26317877241257213. https://doi.org/10.1177/2631787724125721
3

Stark, David and Ivana Pais (2021). Algorithmic Management in the Platform Economy. Soci-
ologica, 14(3), 47–72. https://doi.org/10.6092/ISSN.1971-8853/12221

Stark, David, Balazs Vedres, and Laszlo Bruszt (2006). Rooted Transnational Publics: Integrat-
ing Foreign Ties and Civic Activism. Theory and Society, 35(3), 323–349. https://doi.org/
10.1007/s11186-006-9007-8

de Vaan, Mathijs, Balazs Vedres, and David Stark (2015). Game Changer: The Topology of
Creativity. American Journal of Sociology, 120(4), 1144–1194. https://doi.org/10.1086/68
1213

Vedres, Balazs andDavid Stark (2010). Structural Folds: GenerativeDisruption inOverlapping
Groups. American Journal of Sociology, 115(4), 1150–1190. https://doi.org/10.1086/6494
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