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INTRODUCTION

The Dawn of the Human Network 

The Jakes didn’t set out to democratize the world of graphic design; they just wanted to make cool T-shirts. In 2000, DeHart, as they’re more formally known, were college dropouts living in Chicago, though neither had found much work putting his abbreviated educations to use. Both were avid members of a burgeoning subculture that treated the lowly T-shirt as a canvas for visual flights of fancy. So when they met after entering an online T-shirt design competition, they already had a lot in common. For starters, both thought it would be a good idea to start their own design competition. But instead of using a jury, they would let the designers themselves pick the winner. That November a company was born—the product of equal parts youthful idealism and liberal doses of beer.

The pair launched Threadless.com a few months later with a business plan that was still in the cocktail-napkin stage: People would submit designs for a cool T-shirt. Users would vote on which one was best. The winner would get free T-shirts bearing his or her winning design, and everyone else would get to buy the shirt. At first the Two Jakes, as people called them, ran Threadless from Nickell’s bedroom. But the company grew. And grew. And grew yet more. People liked voting on T-shirts, and the designs were less staid and less formulaically hip than those sold by Urban Outfitters or Old Navy. The winning designs started appearing on hit TV shows and on the backs of hip-hop artists. The company has nearly doubled its revenue every year since. Threadless currently receives some one thousand designs each week, which are voted on by the Threadless community, now six hundred thousand strong. The company then selects nine shirts from the top hundred to print. Each design sells out—hardly surprising given the fact Threadless has a fine-tuned sense of consumer demand before they ever send the design to the printer.
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Design by democracy, as it happens, isn’t bad for the bottom line. Threadless generated $17 million in revenues in 2006 (the last year for which it has released sales figures) and by all accounts has continued its rapid rate of growth. Threadless currently sells an average of ninety thousand T-shirts a month, and the company boasts “incredible profit margins,” according to Jeffrey Kalmikoff, its chief creative officer. Threadless spends $5 to produce a shirt that sells for between $12 and $25. They don’t need advertising or marketing budgets, as the community performs those functions admirably: designers spread the word as they try to persuade friends to vote for their designs, and Threadless rewards the community with store credit every time someone submits a photo of themselves wearing a Threadless shirt (worth $1.50) or refers a friend who buys a shirt (worth $3).

Meanwhile, the cost of the designs themselves isn’t much more than a line item. DeHart and Nickell have increased the bounty paid to winning designers to $2,000 in cash and a $500 gift certificate, but this still amounts to only $1 million per year, a fraction of the company’s gross income, and Threadless keeps all the intellectual property.

But as any number of winners will happily volunteer, it’s not about the money. It’s about cred, or, to give that a more theoretical cast, it’s about the emerging reputation economy, where people work late into the night on one creative endeavor or another in the hope that their community—be it fellow designers, scientists, or computer hackers—acknowledge their contribution in the form of kudos and, just maybe, some measure of fame. Threadless’s best sellers (such as “Communist Party,” a red shirt featuring Karl Marx wearing a lampshade on his head) are on regular view at coffee shops and nightclubs from London to Los Angeles.
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The Jakes now enjoy a certain degree of notoriety themselves. Nickell and DeHart have become heroes among the do-it-yourself designer set, and even have given lectures to MBA students at MIT’s Sloan School of Management. Aspiring executives spent much of the time explaining all the basic business tenets the Jakes had broken in building Threadless. Good thing they weren’t there when Nickell and DeHart were first launching their company. Nickell and DeHart are smart enough to know a good idea when they stumble on it. They created a parent company, skinnyCorp, which includes not just Threadless but a spin-off division that takes a similarly democratic approach to the creation of everything from sweaters to tote bags to bed linens. “Next we’re thinking of doing housewares,” says Nickell.

An Accidental Economy

In late 2005, the Pew Internet & American Life Project released a paper called “Teen Content Creators and Consumers.” The study, which consisted of interviews with more than eleven hundred Americans between the ages of twelve and seventeen, drew little attention when it was published, but the findings were extraordinary: there were more teens creating content for the Internet than there were teens merely consuming it. At the time it was commonly assumed that television had created a generation of consumers characterized by unprecedented passivity. Yet now it seemed the very opposite was the case. In his book The Third Wave the futurist Alvin Toffler predicted that consumers would come to exercise much more control over the creation of the products they consumed, becoming, in a word, “prosumers.” In 1980, the year Toffler published his book, this seemed like mere fodder for bad science-fiction novels. From the perspective of 2005, it seemed stunningly prescient.

Pew’s conclusions confirmed my own recent experience. A few months before the study was released I had been hopscotching across the country attending concerts on the Warped Tour, a carniesque collection of punk bands and the hangers-on that followed them from town to town. I was writing about the social networking site MySpace, which was known—to the degree it was known at all—as a grassroots-marketing venue for Emo bands, off-color comedians, and Gen Y models. In the hours I spent with the performers and their fans, I noticed that very few defined themselves as musicians, artists, or any other such label. The singers were publishing books of poetry; drummers were budding video directors; and the roadies doubled as record producers. Everything—even one musician’s pencil portraits—was posted to the Internet with minimal attention to production quality. These were what Marc Prensky, a game designer and educator, calls the “digital natives.” The rapidly falling cost of the tools needed to produce entertainment—from editing software to digital video cameras—combined with free distribution networks over the Web, had produced a sub-culture unlike anything previously encountered: a country within a country quite capable of entertaining itself.

Next I heard about the Converse Gallery ad campaign, in which the shoemaker’s ad agency solicited twenty-four-second spots from anyone capable of wielding a camcorder. The shorts had to somehow convey a passion for Chuck Taylors, but that was it. You didn’t even have to show the shoe. The best of the spots were very, very good—electric with inventive energy, yet grainy enough to look authentic, as indeed they were. Within three weeks the company had received seven hundred fifty submissions, a number that climbed into the thousands before Converse discontinued the campaign in early 2007. It was viewed as a smashing success by both the company and the advertising industry, as well as a seminal example of what is now called user-generated content.

This was the new new media: content created by amateurs. A little research revealed that amateurs were making unprecedented contributions to the sciences as well, and it became clear that to regard a kid making his own Converse ad as qualitatively different from a weekend chemist trying to invent a new form of organic fertilizer would be to misapprehend the forces at work. The same dynamics—cheap production costs, a surplus of under-employed talent and creativity, and the rise of online communities composed of like-minded enthusiasts—were at work. Clearly a nascent revolution was afoot, one that would have a deep impact on chemistry, advertising, and a great many other fields to boot. In June 2006, I published a story in Wired magazine giving that revolution a name: crowdsourcing. If anything, I underestimated the speed with which crowdsourcing could come to shape our culture and economy, and the breadth of those effects. As it happens, not just digital natives, but also digital immigrants (whom we might define as anyone who still gets their news from a newspaper) would soon be writing book reviews, selling their own photographs, creating new uses for Google maps, and, yes, even designing T-shirts.

As I’ve continued to follow the trend, I’ve learned a great deal about what makes it tick. If it’s not already clear, Threadless isn’t really in the T-shirt business. It sells community. “When I read that there was a site where you could send in designs and get feedback, I instantly thought, this is really cool,” says Ross Zeitz, a twenty-seven-year-old Threadless designer who was hired to help run the community after his designs won a record-breaking eight times. “Now I talk to other designers, and they’re motivated by the same things I was. It’s addictive, especially if you’re at a design school or some corporate gig, where you’re operating under strict guidelines,” says Zeitz. The only restriction at Threadless, by contrast, is that the design has to fit onto a T-shirt.

Threadless, its founders have noted, is a business only by accident. None of the Threadless founders set out to “maximize profits” or “exploit the efficiencies created by the Internet.” They just wanted to make a cool website where people who liked the stuff they liked would feel at home. In succeeding at this modest goal, they wound up creating a whole new way of doing business.
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Around the same time that the Jakes were stumbling into their business, Bruce Livingstone was stumbling into his. A Web designer, entrepreneur, and former punk rock musician, in 2000 Livingstone set up a site where he and other designers he knew could share each other’s photographs. This way they could avoid paying for stock photographs—which generally ran several hundred dollars apiece—and could improve their skills at the same time. A community of mostly amateur photographers grew up around the site, which he called iStockphoto. Soon Livingstone started charging a nominal fee—twenty-five cents—for each image. Part of the money went to him; part to the photographer. Because they weren’t making a living off the proceeds, it was all gravy. Business was good, and then it got even better. iStockphoto was undercutting the big stock-photo agencies by 99 percent, and was fostering a vibrant community of creative types at the same time. Livingstone radically upset the insular world of stock photography. The stock image—which is nothing more than a preexisting photograph licensed for reuse—is the little white lie of publishing. That image of a beatific mother nursing her infant in a woman’s magazine? Stock. Those well-groomed, racially diverse executives on the cover of the Merrill Lynch prospectus? You might recognize them as the well-groomed, racially diverse insurance agents from, say, a brochure from Allstate.

Recognizing that iStock’s growth came at the expense of its own business, in 2006, Getty Images bought Livingstone’s company for $50 million. It was a smart buy: iStockphoto sold 18 million photographs, illustrations, and videos, earning Getty $72 million. Investment bank Goldman Sachs estimates that iStock’s revenues will increase to $262 million by 2012. Meanwhile, Getty expects its traditional stock offerings to enter a steep decline in that same period.

Threadless and iStockphoto aren’t novelty acts. They are part of the first wave of a business and cultural revolution that will change how we think about the Internet, commerce, and, most important, ourselves. Over the past several years people from around the world have begun exhibiting an almost totally unprecedented social behavior: they are coming together to perform tasks, usually for little or no money, that were once the sole province of employees. This phenomenon is sweeping through industries ranging from professional photography to journalism to the sciences.

Crowdsourcing had its genesis in the open source movement in software. The development of the Linux operating system proved that a community of like-minded peers was capable of creating a better product than a corporate behemoth like Microsoft. Open source revealed a fundamental truth about humans that had gone largely unnoticed until the connectivity of the Internet brought it into high relief: labor can often be organized more efficiently in the context of community than it can in the context of a corporation. The best person to do a job is the one who most wants to do that job; and the best people to evaluate their performance are their friends and peers who, by the way, will enthusiastically pitch in to improve the final product, simply for the sheer pleasure of helping one another and creating something beautiful from which they all will benefit.

There’s nothing theoretical about this. Open source efforts haven’t merely equaled the best efforts of some of the largest corporations in the world; they have exceeded them, which explains why IBM has pumped a billion dollars into open source development. Analysts at IBM know that open source produces results. From the Linux operating system to Apache server software to the Fire-fox Web browser, much of the infrastructure of the information economy was built by teams of self-organized volunteers. And now that model of production is rapidly migrating to fields far and wide.

This migration isn’t made up of just design students, shutterbugs, and programmers. Crowdsourcing has profoundly influenced the way even Fortune 100 companies like Procter & Gamble do business. Until recently, P&G’s corporate culture was notoriously secretive and insular: if it wasn’t invented in-house, then it didn’t exist. That worked fine for the first 163 years of P&G’s history, but by mid-2000 the company’s growth had slowed and its ability to innovate and create new products had stagnated. In the six months between January and June of that year, its stock lost 50 percent of its value, wiping out $75 billion in market capitalization.

The board responded by bringing in A. G. Lafley as CEO with a mandate to right the listing ship. The former head of P&G’s global beauty care division, Lafley issued an ambitious challenge to his employees: Open up. Tear down the internal walls that separated sales from R&D and engineering from marketing, as well as the walls that separated P&G from its suppliers, retailers, and customers. When Lafley took over, only 15 percent of its new products and innovations originated outside the company. Lafley created an initiative called “Connect and Develop,” with the goal of raising that figure to 50 percent by 2007.

P&G has now exceeded that mark, an accomplishment largely built on one of the more compelling turnarounds in corporate history. Lafley writes in a book about his experiences leading P&G, entitled The Game-Changer: “P&G has about 8,500 researchers; and we figured there are another 1.5 million similar researchers with pertinent areas of expertise. Why not pick their brains?” To reach them the company has either created or partnered with what Lafley calls “Internet-based engines” capable of tapping the collective brainpower of scientists around the world. In order to leverage the expertise of retired scientists from P&G as well as from other companies, Lafley helped create YourEncore, a website through which these scientists can work part-time on projects posted by companies such as P&G. Recognizing that vital intellectual capital is increasingly found overseas, from Eastern Europe to China and India, P&G also uses a network of 140,000 scientists called InnoCentive. When the in-house R&D staff gets stumped, it can post the problem to InnoCentive’s website. If one of InnoCentive’s scientists can come up with the solution, P&G pays them a reward (and keeps the intellectual property). P&G has realized that tens of thousands of talented scientists are willing to put in the time and effort in their own jerry-built labs for the satisfaction of solving a puzzle and coming up with a practical solution—and, not unimportantly, of earning additional cash. The value of Lafley’s strategy can be seen in the sustained growth in both P&G’s revenue and its profitability. Since Lafley took over the company, its stock price has surpassed its former highs and net profits tripled to $10 billion in 2007. The Connect and Develop initiative has also led to some of P&G’s most innovative products, including the now-ubiquitous Swiffer, among others.
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Despite their obvious differences, Threadless, iStockphoto, and P&G all have one thing in common. They embody a central truth that was first articulated by Bill Joy, cofounder of Sun Microsystems. “No matter who you are,” Joy once said, “most of the smartest people work for someone else.” That, in a nutshell, is what this whole book is about. Given the right set of conditions, the crowd will almost always outperform any number of employees—a fact that companies are becoming aware of and are increasingly attempting to exploit.

A Revolution of Many Small Parts

While crowdsourcing is intertwined with the Internet, it is not at its essence about technology. Technology itself consists of wires, chips, and abstruse operating manuals. Worse yet for a writer, it’s boring. Far more important and interesting are the human behaviors technology engenders, especially the potential of the Internet to weave the mass of humanity together into a thriving, infinitely powerful organism. It is the rise of the network that allows us to exploit a fact of human labor that long predates the Internet: the ability to divvy up an overwhelming task—such as the writing of an exhaustive encyclopedia—into small enough chunks that completing it becomes not only feasible, but fun.

We can see this principle at work in, of all things, the search for alien life-forms. The University of California at Berkeley has been looking for aliens for nearly thirty years. Berkeley’s SETI (Search for Extraterrestrial Intelligence) project scans data gathered by large radio telescopes such as the massive Arecibo observatory in Puerto Rico (made famous by the 1997 Matthew McConaughey and Jodie Foster movie Contact). Radio waves constantly bombard Earth’s atmosphere. By recording and analyzing them scientists hope to identify anomalies—signals amid the noise—that would betray the presence of intelligent life on other planets. Rush Limbaugh, in other words, could have an extraterrestrial counterpart, and if we listen hard enough we might be able to hear him.

Berkeley had been using powerful computers to analyze all that data. Then in 1997 a handful of astronomers and computer scientists proposed a novel solution: Recruit the public to donate computer time to the task. Volunteers would download a simple screen saver, which would kick into gear whenever the user stopped using his or her machine. Once a computer finished scanning a chunk of data, it would automatically send it back to a central server, which would then give the computer a new chunk to work on. The project was called SETI@home, and it launched in May 1999 with what seemed like an ambitious goal: get one hundred thousand people to help.

That turned out to be a very modest target. By 2005, 5.2 million users had downloaded the SETI@home screen saver, logging nearly three million years of computing time. The Guinness Book of World Records recognizes it as “the largest computation in history.” While SETI@home has failed to find any proof of extraterrestrial life, it has conclusively succeeded in proving that the many can work together to outperform the few. Distributed computing—the term for a network of numerous computers working on a single task—is now being applied to a wide range of computationally intensive problems, from simulating how proteins assemble inside the human body to running climate prediction models.

SETI@home and distributed computing illustrate the immense power of networks. Who would have predicted that the most powerful supercomputers would reside not in an institutional laboratory, but in our own homes and cubicles? SETI@home harnesses the “spare cycles,” or excess capacity of individual computers. Crowdsourcing operates on the same principle, except that it uses the network to harness individual people’s spare cycles—the time and energy left over after we’ve fulfilled our obligations to employers and family.

However, unlike the distributed computing model—which was consciously conceived by a group of academics—crowdsourcing emerged organically. It was not the product of an economist or management consultant or marketing guru. It arose instead out of the uncoordinated actions of thousands of people, who were doing things that people like to do, especially in the companionship of other people. The Internet provided a way for them to pursue their interests—photography, fan fiction, organic chemistry, politics, comedy, ornithology, anime, T-shirt design, classic video games, atonal musical composition, amateur pornography—together. In doing so, these people incidentally created information, a commodity of no little value in an information economy.

Around the time the Internet was first making its way into mainstream culture, The New Yorker ran a now famous cartoon: a dog sitting in front of a PC says to his canine companion, “On the Internet, nobody knows you’re a dog.” With crowdsourcing, nobody knows you don’t hold a degree in organic chemistry or that you’ve never shot photographs professionally or that you’ve never taken a design class in your life. Crowdsourcing has the capacity to form a sort of perfect meritocracy. Gone are pedigree, race, gender, age, and qualification. What remains is the quality of the work itself. In stripping away all considerations outside quality, crowdsourcing operates under the most optimistic of assumptions: that each one of us possesses a far broader, more complex range of talents than we can currently express within current economic structures. In this sense crowdsourcing is the antithesis of Fordism, the assembly-line mentality that dominated the industrial age. Crowdsourcing turns on the presumption that we are all creators—artists, scientists, architects, and designers, in any combination or order. It holds the promise to unleash the latent potential of the individual to excel at more than one vocation, and to explore new avenues for creative expression. Indeed, it contains the potential—or alternately, the threat—of rendering the idea of a vocation itself an industrial-age artifact.

Crowdsourcing capitalizes on the deeply social nature of the human species. Contrary to the foreboding, dystopian vision that the Internet serves primarily to isolate people from each other, crowdsourcing uses technology to foster unprecedented levels of collaboration and meaningful exchanges between people from every imaginable background in every imaginable geographical location. Online communities are at the heart of crowdsourcing, providing a context and a structure within which the “work” takes place. People form lasting friendships through iStockphoto and Threadless; they also enrich everyone’s experience by critiquing one another’s work and teaching what they know to less experienced contributors. Crowdsourcing engenders another form of collaboration as well, between companies and customers. Toffler was right: people don’t want to consume passively; they’d rather participate in the development and creation of products meaningful to them. Crowdsourcing is just one manifestation of a larger trend toward greater democratization in commerce. Governments have slowly moved toward democracy; the enormous promiscuity of information facilitated by the Internet is catalyzing the same movement in business, enabling a movement toward decentralization that has begun to sweep across every imaginable industry.

Crowdsourcing has revealed that, contrary to conventional wisdom, humans do not always behave in predictably self-interested patterns. People typically contribute to crowdsourcing projects for little or no money, laboring tirelessly despite the absence of financial reward. This behavior seems illogical viewed through the lens of conventional economics, but rewards can’t always be measured by the dollar or the euro. A study conducted by MIT examined why highly skilled programmers would donate their time to open source software projects. The results revealed that the programmers were driven to contribute for a complex web of motivations, including a desire to create something from which the larger community would benefit as well as the sheer joy of practicing a craft at which they excel. People are inspired to contribute to crowdsourcing endeavors for similar motivations, though financial incentives also play a role, especially when the contributors hail from developing countries. People derive enormous pleasure from cultivating their talents and from passing on what they’ve learned to others. Collaboration, in the context of crowdsourcing, is its own reward.

This doesn’t mean that the companies employing crowdsourcing get a free ride. Those that view the crowd as a cheap labor force are doomed to fail. What unites all successful crowdsourcing efforts is a deep commitment to the community. This entails much more than lip service and requires a drastic shift in the mind-set of a traditional corporation. The crowd wants to feel a sense of ownership over its creations, and is keenly aware when it is being exploited. The company, in this context, is just one more member of the community and you don’t have to watch Survivor to know that people who act duplicitously are kicked off the island.

Crowdsourcing paints a flattering portrait of the human race. We are more intelligent, more creative, and more talented than we tend to give ourselves credit for. I’ve seen cases in which electricians solve complex industrial chemistry problems, and forklift operators show a knack for investing in the stock market. Crowdsourcing, with its uncanny tendency to draw gifted people from the most unlikely nooks and crannies, is like an immense talent-finding mechanism. We see this on YouTube, in which budding comedians and filmmakers have been able to secure first a cult audience, then industry contacts and finally paying gigs and mainstream recognition. But more than simply identifying diamonds in the rough, crowdsourcing also cultivates and nurtures that talent. In this way, crowdsourcing adds to our culture’s general store of intellectual capital.

Crowdsourcing has generally been embraced as a positive development. It’s been hailed as a potentially vital force in politics and governance, and has even made its way to the virtual seminary, with theologians speculating that it could facilitate more meaningful collaboration between congregations and their religious leaders. But as with any sweeping cultural and economic change, crowdsourcing’s beneficial effects will be tempered by upheaval and disruption. Crowdsourcing represents a radical shift in how many industries—especially those trafficking in information—do their work, so it’s no wonder that some view it as more of a curse than a blessing. As the phenomenon grows in scope and power, more and more vocations have come under threat. Companies are moving their tech support functions over to user forums, where volunteers happily offer to walk newbies through basic trouble-shooting exercises. In journalism, the BBC, Gannett, and Reuters have all started to crowdsource such essential work as investigating government malfeasance or reporting on local events that have always been the province of trained journalists. Such moves are widely feared to be a prelude to layoffs and staff reductions. In the case of stock images, the crowd has already put traditional photographers out of work.

Likewise, crowdsourcing accelerates the globalization of labor and the economic dislocation that we see in outsourcing. Like the Internet through which it operates, crowdsourcing recognizes no boundaries. The network doesn’t care if you’re down the block, downstate, or down under—if you can perform the service, design the product, or solve the problem, you’ve got the job. The earth, it turns out, is flatter than anyone ever imagined. Crowdsourcing is already causing money to flow from the developed world to countries like India or Russia (to name but two), with their overqualified but underemployed professional classes. So is crowdsourcing the new outsourcing? Not quite, but it does take advantage of the same disparities between developed and developing economies. Finally, there are the understandable concerns that crowdsourcing is fostering a cultural mediocrity: Could crowdsourcing really ever yield a Shakespeare play, Beatles song, or Picasso painting? The answer, I believe, is an unequivocal yes, but such masterpieces are unlikely to emerge in the ways we expect them to, or from the usual quarters.
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The book is roughly divided into the past, present, and future. In the first four chapters I argue that four fundamental developments—a renaissance of amateurism, the emergence of the open source software movement, the increasing availability of the tools of production, and finally the rise of vibrant online communities organized according to people’s interests—have made crowdsourcing not only possible, but inevitable.

The subsequent five chapters are devoted to the present—how crowdsourcing is manifesting at this current moment in history. Crowdsourcing is just a rubric for a wide range of activities. Its adaptability is what makes it pervasive and powerful. But this very flexibility makes the task of defining and categorizing crowdsourcing a challenge. When twenty-eight thousand strangers use the Web to pool their pocket change to purchase the ailing British football club Ebbsfleet United, is that crowdsourcing? What about when the decisions of thousands of mock investors are aggregated to guide a very real mutual fund? The answer is yes on both counts, but they constitute two very different applications.

In order to make sense of such disparities, I try to establish a basic taxonomy of crowdsourcing. Chapters 5 and 6 are focused on how we are using collective intelligence to predict the future and solve otherwise intractable problems. Chapter 7 explores the crowd’s creative energies, and how that considerable resource is changing the way everything from journalism to language translation to entertainment is being produced. Chapter 8 examines the crowd’s uncanny ability to filter and organize that vast repository of information that is the World Wide Web. Chapter 9 looks at how the crowd’s collective pocketbook is being used to create new ways of financing everything from micro-credit organizations to would-be rock stars. Chapter 10 provides a glimpse into how today’s teens—who certainly don’t need to read a book to tell them what crowdsourcing is all about—will change the nature of work and creativity.

What we are seeing with crowdsourcing is the phenomenon of creative destruction happening in near real time. Social and economic changes such as the move from manufacturing to services took place over decades. But the pace of change has accelerated alongside the light-speed pace of innovation, and the consequential transformations are rapidly becoming a part of our daily lives, as anyone with a teenager in the house can attest. What we may well see in the not distant future are people experiencing crowdsourcing as a fish does water—the stuff we swim in day after day. Although we’re unlikely to see, say, UPS put it to use in the shipping of freight, we could well see that company use crowdsourcing to divine new logistical solutions or design a more compelling corporate identity.

The short-term growing pains that will surely accompany such a transition will be outweighed, I believe, by the long-term benefits of a flattened environment in which we will all become valuable contributors. Crowdsourcing has the potential to correct a long-standing human conundrum. The amount of knowledge and talent dispersed among the numerous members of our species has always vastly outstripped our capacity to harness those invaluable quantities. Instead, it withers on the vine for want of an outlet. Crowdsourcing is the mechanism by which such talent and knowledge is matched to those in need of it. It poses a tantalizing question: What if the solutions to our greatest problems weren’t waiting to be conceived, but already existed somewhere, just waiting to be found, in the warp and weave of this vibrant human network?
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1

THE RISE OF THE AMATEUR

Fueling the Crowdsourcing Engine

There is a shadow labor force in America. These people toil away cheerfully at tasks ranging from raising heirloom vegetables to making after-market “mods” for their cars to translating obscure nineteenth-century French novels into English. These are the amateurs—the hobbyists and enthusiasts long judged to possess more passion than talent. That is no longer a fair, or even accurate appraisal. Increasingly skilled and capable of organized, sophisticated collaboration, amateurs are competing successfully with professionals in fields ranging from computer programming to journalism to the sciences. The energy and devotion of the amateur comprises the fuel for the crowdsourcing engine.

Quantities of both energy and devotion can be found in ample supply at the PLUG Independent Music Awards. PLUG is like the Grammy Awards, in that both are annual ceremonies held to honor the finest musical accomplishments of the year. PLUG is unlike the Grammys in every other respect. The Grammys are attended by hundreds of the music industry’s leading lights; PLUG is attended by a few hundred unshaven hipsters from down-town Manhattan. The Grammys are televised across the nation; PLUG would be webcast over the Internet if the organizers could ever get the technology worked out in time. The Grammys draw a cavalcade of stars and give the winners a gilded gramophone to honor their achievement. PLUG winners may not even know they’ve been nominated, and they don’t receive anything even if they do show up.

It goes without saying that PLUG doesn’t take itself too seriously. The ceremony radiates ramshackle detachment, and it’s difficult to say if anyone—from the musicians to the performers to the backstage technical crew—could be labeled a professional. In fact, PLUG doesn’t have one full-time employee. This is, of course, its appeal. The audience laughs and cheers at every technical malfunction. In the PLUG bizarro world—the orbit of which falls well within today’s pop cultural universe—low production values trump slickness every time.

I attended my first PLUG in February 2007. I didn’t come for the ceremony, such as it is, but to observe the twenty-two amateur photographers the organizers chose to shoot the event. For their part, the photographers agreed not to charge for their time. They work for iStockphoto, which markets and sells images created by some fifty thousand photographers, nearly all of them amateurs. This company has taken advantage of an imbalance that’s emerged in the digital economy: compelling, high-resolution images have become ubiquitous, yet professional photo agencies were still treating them like a scarce resource. iStock crowdsourced their product, undercut their competitors, and made a killing in the process.

The iStock photographers fit right in: they were jammed into a reserved area just in front of the stage and if not for the all-access passes dangling from their necks would have been indistinguishable from the fans. This is appropriate; PLUG is essentially a festival displaying the moxie and talent of the crowd, be it expressed in music or images or the barbershop quartet that takes the stage between each award. PLUG celebrates everything that’s best about amateurism: authenticity, spirit, passion, and, perhaps most of all, a well-developed sense of humor about its own humble place in the world. At one point in the green room I complimented one of the founders, Gerry Hart, on having pulled off the show at all. “Well,” he said, “we knew we’d never do it right, so we figured we’d do it wrong.”

I wanted to get to know iStock’s unusual workforce firsthand, so between performances I cornered one of the photographers, Nick Monu. Monu looks young enough to be shooting the awards for a high school newspaper, and in fact he’s only twenty-two. Tall, handsome, and intelligent, Monu has the sort of easy smile that could lead to a lucrative career selling securities, or cars, or expensive homes. From looking at him you’d never guess he represents the greatest threat to professional photography since the Kodak Instamatic started putting portrait photographers out of business.

Monu wants to be a doctor, for all the reasons people still admire that profession, and is enrolled in his second year of medical school at Brown University. Born in his mother’s hometown, Kiev, he grew up in Lagos and went to high school in upstate New York. He spent much of his childhood watching his mother and father, a pediatrician and cardiologist respectively, tending to the impoverished in various Third World clinics. But Monu’s mother also made her two sons study art. “We both had to take piano and drawing lessons. My mom was really serious about that.” Monu took to drawing early, and when he got to high school he started taking photographs. “I’d been doing these photo-realist paintings, so I bought a digital camera in order to project the images onto the canvas.” Soon he realized he liked taking pictures more than he liked painting them, and Monu pursued photography with the enthusiasm that has infected shutterbugs ever since it was introduced to the masses by George Eastman—who started as an amateur photographer himself.

If this were 1985, 1995, or even 2001, that’s all taking pictures would be to Monu: a hobby. Instead, photography is putting Monu through medical school, with a whole lot of spending money to spare. “I made ten thousand dollars last month,” he admitted sheepishly, as if he’s committed some minor indiscretion. Not that financial success has gone to his head. “I don’t see why I can’t practice medicine and shoot photos at the same time.”

Monu has an exclusive contract to shoot for iStockphoto, and he has come to the award ceremony at the invitation of Bruce Livingstone, iStock’s thirty-seven-year-old CEO, who has been able to secure the exclusive rights for his photographers to shoot the PLUG awards for the excellent reason that he helped start them. In 2001 Livingstone and Gerry Hart, an old friend from his punk rock days, decided to turn their love for mixed tapes into an awards show. “It was really born of a disdain for the MTV awards and every other awards ceremony,” Livingstone said while we sat in the green room talking to Hart and a few of the musicians. But eventually I meandered back down to the main floor to watch the action. I’ve covered music for years, often in tandem with a photographer. Rock photographers and writers tend to gravitate to their calling for the same reason: a devotion to the music. Then the calling becomes a career, and at some point a job. The beer-sticky floors lose their appeal, and bands blend into one another. The professional music journalist assumes a posture of studied detachment. They can usually be spotted in the crowd as the ones not bobbing their heads or tapping their feet, but writing in a notebook with a vague smirk on their faces.

Monu and the other iStockers, then, provide a study in contrast. By the end of the closing act, a mop-headed photographer named Louis had cast his equipment bag to the floor and begun banging his head in rhythm to the music. He held his camera above his head and started taking exposures blindly, carelessly, joyfully. He looked at me, grinned, and hoisted his index and pinkie fingers into devil horns, the universal sign of rock ’n’ roll abandon.

The Amateur Renaissance

When a photographer makes $10,000 a month from something he considers a hobby, it’s probably time to redefine the term “amateur.” Very few iStock contributors make anything close to what Monu makes; only 4 percent of them claim “photographer” as their chief occupation, according to one study of the iStock workforce. The IRS defines a professional photographer as one who makes more than $5,000 from the sale of his or her photographs, which might be news to Monu, who has no plans to sacrifice his ambitions in medicine for a career in photography.

Relying on financial income to draw distinctions between professional and nonprofessional is a good rule of thumb if you prepare tax returns for a living. But if you’re looking at crowdsourcing, it only produces confusion. What is evident in crowdsourcing is that people with highly diverse skills and professional backgrounds are drawn to participate. While very few iStock contributors are professional photographers, more than half have had at least one year of formal schooling in “art, design, photography, or related creative disciplines.”

In an era of Internet-enabled mass participation, we clearly need a more flexible definition of “amateur.” If a chemist with no prior training in biomedicine makes a key advance in the search for a cure for Lou Gehrig’s disease, do we say she’s an amateur? Surely not in the same sense I would be if I started performing stand-up comedy. In their book The Pro-Am Revolution: How Enthusiasts Are Changing Our Economy and Society, Charles Leadbeater and Paul Miller argue that the quantity and quality of amateur efforts has increased so greatly in recent years that we need a third designation altogether: “the Pro-Am—amateurs who work to professional standards.” In the twentieth century, they write, “amateurism came to be a term of derision,” while “professionalism was a mark of seriousness and high standards.” By looking at examples from sports, acting, gardening, and other fields, they propose that a new breed of amateur has emerged: “The Pro-Ams are knowledgeable, educated, committed, and networked.” I’ll make a slightly different argument: we need to understand that amateurism is less a designation than it is a spectrum.

Crowdsourcing efforts generally attract people both with and without professional credentials. Further complicating matters, some projects pay their contributors (iStock) and some do not (Wikipedia). There are, however, two shared attributes among almost all crowdsourcing projects: participants are not primarily motivated by money, and they’re donating their leisure hours to the cause. That is, they’re contributing their excess capacity, or “spare cycles,” to indulge in something they love to do.

It’s no accident that crowdsourcing is emerging during a renaissance of amateur activity all around the world. A confluence of factors contributed to this sudden creative abundance. An exponential rise in education has coincided with the emergence of the greatest mechanism for distributing knowledge the world has ever seen: the Internet. But this diversely talented, highly skilled work-force must toil away in a labor market that requires ever-greater degrees of specialization. This leaves people feeling overeducated and underfulfilled, with job satisfaction rates reaching all-time lows. Is it any wonder they’re seeking more meaningful work outside the confines of the workplace?

Evidence of this is nowhere so obvious as on the Web. Obviously this technology has transformed the way we work and the way we shop, but it’s also transformed the way we play. The time we once devoted to pastimes such as bowling or bridge is increasingly being spent producing information—writing a blog, writing reviews on a food site such as Chowhound.com, or adding to the message boards on Lost.com, a website devoted to ABC’s hit TV show. The owners of these sites—which bring in money through ad revenue—have essentially crowdsourced the task of content creation.

There is no simple way to quantify the extent to which nonprofessionals now contribute to the economy, but the signs of its growth are all around us—for example, there’s the exponential increase in the creation of webpages. In 1997, there were 200 million. By 2005, that number had jumped to 11.5 billion, an increase attributable largely to the growth of blogs. As of January 2008, there were more than 80 million videos on YouTube, at least half of which were created by amateurs. The website Harrypotterfanfiction.com hosts an astounding 45,000 stories written by a legion of fans who have converted their passion for the venerable children’s franchise into a penchant for creative fiction. The Internet itself is essentially one giant cabinet of wonders, an acme of nonprofessional achievement.

And then there’s the dramatic growth in the do-it-yourself category of arts and crafts. ReadyMade, a “magazine for people who like to make stuff,” launched in 2001 with a rate base of thirty thousand. As of January 2008, the magazine’s circulation had increased to three hundred thousand.

Nowhere is the phenomenon of homemade goods as pronounced as on the Web commerce site Etsy—“Your place to buy & sell all things handmade.” Interested in purchasing a whistle made out of a tin can and bottle caps? How about a “Kaleidoscope Pearberry Soapsicle”? It’s far less of a niche market than it sounds: in 2007, shoppers spent $27 million at Etsy. And all this just scratches the surface. Signs of the amateur renaissance are all around us.

Take, of all things, ornithology. Before the birth of the Internet, bird-watching was the province of an enthusiastic, small cadre of devotees. But in recent years bird-watching has undergone a rapid growth in popularity. By 2006, nearly 50 million Americans were engaged in some form of “wildlife watching,” according to the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. Declines in fishing and hunting played a role in birding’s increased popularity, but much of this growth can be attributed to the concurrent growth of online communities dedicated to teaching birding basics and recording actual bird counts.

All this activity hasn’t gone unnoticed by ornithologists. The Cornell Lab of Ornithology coordinates national bird counts. Eleven thousand people participated in
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