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In 1997 I wrote “Nodal Politics,” an essay that described the impact of the 
Internet on politics. We were beginning to understand how networks were 
changing the distribution of information and power. We were at the 
beginning of a technology-mediated transformation of culture.



Earlier, I was part of one of the first online companies, FringeWare, a 
commercial endeavor that was also a self-organizing distributed online 
community. We saw that leaders were everywhere. There were no traditional 
lines of authority. We followed each other. Members of the company and the 
community assumed the roles that made sense, for as long as they made 
sense.



The Electronic Frontier Foundation was originally going to be a centralized 
chapters organization, but its board decided centralization was inconsistent 
with its commitment to networks rather than vertical hierarchies. They 
didn’t want to lead, they wanted to collaborate. They acknowledged that 
leadership was distributed throughout the network of similar organizations.



Where is the leader in a flock of birds? Who “runs” a 

network? Who is the “leader” of the Internet? In a 

network context, leadership can emerge when and 

where it’s needed.



Joi Ito wanted to explore the possibility that the web could be more 
democratic. In thinking about “emergent democracy,” we  had to consider 
the question of leadership, which we also saw as “emergent.”



Today
• Media and communications are “pull” and 

omnidirectional.

• Blogs, social networks, online discussions, 
messaging systems (Twitter) are common and 
widely adopted.

• We’re seeing a democratization of knowledge. 
Organization is peer to peer, rather than top-
down. Organization and leadership emerge 
from within this information ecology.



Example: Participatory Medicine… “a new model of medical care, based on the 
development of a team that includes the e-patient, patient groups & 
specialized social networks, the entire care team, and clinical researchers in a 
collaborative relationship of mutual respect.” (Wikipedia)

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/E-Patient
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/E-Patient
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/E-Patient


In participatory medicine, physicians work as 
peers with their patients, and patients 
become more knowledgeable about their 
conditions – often more knowledgeable than 
the physicians that are responsible for their 
treatment.  The physician, formerly in the 
lead, is now part of a team, and the team 
includes the informed, social media-savvy 
patient.



What happens when 

independent freelancers 

organize collaborative 

workspaces?



What’s happening to broadcast (push) 

media?



What’s happening to broadcast media is 

also happening to companies. The 

conversations are increasingly “out of 

control,” and potentially valuable.

Hincliffe said “The network route around 

non-participants. What happens when the 

boss is a “non-participant.”

How do you lead in this context?
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