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Why provide content for free – whether that content is software (e.g. open source projects), advice (answering questions in an online forum, writing reviews),  making videos and putting them online, creating music and making it freely downloadable, or writing encyclopedia entries?
Working for free, and particularly, providing content for free, does not get you money.  But the activity itself can do many of the things one attempts to achieve with monetary exchange.  Arguably, it may do some of the better than working for money can. 

Western culture, and certainly American culture, is predominately a market culture. One exchanges labor for money and then use those wages to buy necessities, pleasurable experiences, signals of status and affiliation, charitable gifts, personal gifts and influence.  Working for free - and in particular, providing content for free – does not get you money.  Free work does not provide money to exchange for necessities, for fun things and experiences, for doing good, or to enhance status.  But the activity itself can provide some of these things: the work itself may be enjoyable, status enhancing, or world-changing.  

The question we are interested in here is: what is the effect of removing wages from the work equation?   How does it change the meaning and value of one’s work?  We’ll look primarily at the effect on communication.  (But note also the effect on personal enjoyment
, 

Much of what we spend money on is communication – signaling to others in order to change their opinion or behavior – and work done for free can be a very effective form of signaling
. 

· Statements made for free are more credible

· Gifts get attention
Statements made for free are more trustworthy than those for which the speaker is being paid. If I say “this is the best tomato soup I’ve ever had, you should get some”, it is advice, a mini-gift, meant to help you out, and in a small way, strengthen our bond (the classic personal gift exchange model (Waldfogel 2002; Yan 1996)).  But if it turns out I was paid to say it, then my motivations are suspect and my credibility crumbles.  

Some free work is done to make a political or social statement (Hertel, Niedner, and Herrmann 2003).  Linux developers, for instance, may be committed to open software as a political/economic movement.  By working on it for free, they are showing their commitment to their cause.   In the case of professionals who choose to work for little or no money in support of a cause, the wages they have given up, their opportunity costs, bolster the signal they give in support of their cause.  The name of the organization “Doctors without Borders” reminds people that its members are highly trained professionals who have given up a big salary to help others – giving added credibility to their cause.  For signaling commitment to a cause, working for free adds the opportunity costs to the credibility of the signal.  

It is important to understand who the audience is for a signal.  The person who is working for a wage is under an obligation to her employer – that is her primary audience.  So when she praises the company’s soup to you, it is not really to build her relationship with you, but with her employer.  The person working for free is presumed to have no such obligation.   But the situation is not always straightforward.
Blogs and reviews that have no commercial support are perceived to credible, for what motivates their writers other than an authentic desire to persuade others to their point of view?  Ideally, they are unbiased, and the readers are the primary audience.  But reviewers may have ties to the products they assess.  The author of the book they are touting may be their closest friend (or themselves!)  and they may have other ties to their subject, ties which make someone other than the readers be a significant and influential audience.  Recently, the FTC published guidelines
 requiring bloggers to disclose when they had received free goods for review. These free goods are gifts, and as such establish an obligation on the reviewer to return a favor.  Disclosure allows the reading audience to discount some measure of obligation on the part of the reviewer to these other patrons. 
Analyses of communication tend to focus on the signaler, whose actions are active and observable, rather than on the audience, whose role is seemingly passive.  Yet the audience is critical in any communicative system (Guilford and Dawkins 1991).  If a signal is too unreliable – e.g. if too many people write biased and misleading reviews on a site, if too many projects downloadable from a site are buggy – the audience will cease to heed that signal.   This harms the honest signalers, who are ignored as well and so it is to the benefit of the honest signalers and the audience that either signaling dishonestly is made more costly (e.g. establishing the threat of fines by FTC) or that it becomes easier to distinguish between different levels of credibility.  For example, when Amazon added its “real names” feature and linked the whole history of a writer’s reviews, they made it easier for the reader’s to assess credibility.   Communication relies on the ability of the audience to assess signal value and credibility.  If this is too difficult to do, too costly, it then even if there are perceivable differences between good and bad signals, they will not distinguish among them.  If you need to spend hours tracking down the histories of reviewers, you probably won’t do this, as you are trying to decide who to believe among those touting or criticizing a new product – and given the inability to assess which is better, may give up altogether.  Addressing the needs of the audience, e.g. to make assessments easier, makes the communicative contribution of free work more valuable.
Who the audience is for a signal is not always obvious.  A Wikipedia reader may think that the entry was written with readers in mind, but the writers may write while thinking primarily of the community of other contributors.  For the casual reader, the article is anonymous, but it is the dynamics among the very much named contributors that maintains the project’s quality.  Intended audience members may also be people in authority in the contributor’s field.  Contributors to open source projects may hope that their virtuosic code will be noticed by a future employer (Lerner, Pathak, and Tirole 2006).  
Audience is paramount when the communication is about one’s status and affiliation.  Lerner et al say “the programmer may find intrin-sic pleasure if choosing a "cool" open source is more fun than a routine task set by an employer”.  But “cool” is a socially situated, not intrinsic, it is a measure of social position.  This motivation needs to be seen in a communicative context, which raises questions such as, to whom does the participant wish to appear as “cool”?  To other participants?  To the final users?  Future employers?  This has implications for how an ideal interface is designed. 
The issue of audience is a key design problem, for the design of the interface within a project is hosted has a big effect on how efficiently the audience can assess the participants and how well the participants in turn can see and respond to their audience.. 

In summary: one of the benefits of work is communication, whether communicating about the importance of politically or socially activist work, about some information one wishes others to kow, about one’s own status and reputation.  Being paid to communicate can be detrimental to credibility: work done for free can be more effective as communication.  Understanding the dynamics of communication (signaling) is essential for designing more effective environments for free culture production.

Gifts are a second framing that highlight the communicative change that comes about when something is done for free rather than for wages.  The metaphor of gifts for free contributions is well-known (Bergquist and Ljungberg 2001; Raymond 1999).  Most of the discussion has focused on the role gifts play in establishing relationships and forming social bonds.  But gifts have other important communicative purposes.  First, they convey to the recipient something about what the giver wishes them to be: a man who gives his wife a backpack for her birthday may be telling her he would like her to become more outdoorsy.  Because the recipient of the gift is getting something for free, they have some obligation not only to reciprocate, but to be open to the message inherent in the item.  Does this carry over to the public gift metaphor for free content?  Or is the contrast between items one pays for and ones you receive for such that the message encoded in the latter is less valuable.  Second, gifts can attract attention.  Particularly if it is clear that the item being given away has value – that it is something one might have paid for – it may attract greater attention as a free item.  So if the content of what one is providing is something one would like to persuade others of, the gift context may be effective for gathering their attention.  These issues need to be measured against the issue that the items may be perceived to be of less value because less cost is demanded for them.  
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� Won work and alienation � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Erikson</Author><Year>1986</Year><RecNum>1262</RecNum><record><rec-number>1262</rec-number><foreign-keys><key app="EN" db-id="550xedxt1r00spepdfs5zera2s9rxsp2dwd5">1262</key></foreign-keys><ref-type name="Journal Article">17</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Erikson, Kai</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>On Work and Alienation</title><secondary-title>American Sociological Review</secondary-title></titles><periodical><full-title>American Sociological Review</full-title></periodical><pages>1-8</pages><volume>51</volume><number>1</number><dates><year>1986</year></dates><publisher>American Sociological Association</publisher><urls><related-urls><url>http://www.jstor.org/stable/2095474 </url></related-urls></urls></record></Cite><Cite><Author>Wolff</Author><Year>2003</Year><RecNum>1268</RecNum><record><rec-number>1268</rec-number><foreign-keys><key app="EN" db-id="550xedxt1r00spepdfs5zera2s9rxsp2dwd5">1268</key></foreign-keys><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Wolff, J.</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>Why read Marx today?</title></titles><dates><year>2003</year></dates><publisher>Oxford University Press, USA</publisher><urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�(Erikson 1986; Wolff 2003)�:  I may find working in the garden to be a relaxing hobby, but if you pay me to do it, it becomes a chore.  What is it that happens to enjoyment as motivation when you are paid or not?  Is the issue one of control over time?  Ownership of work?  Or is there something in the act of being “compensated” that turns a behavior from an intrinsic benefic to an intrinsic fault. 


� Signaling theory � ADDIN EN.CITE � ADDIN EN.CITE.DATA ���(Donath forthcoming; Hasson 1997; Maynard Smith and Harper 2003; Zahavi 1977)� tells us that the costs help guarantee the reliability of a signal, particularly if they are directly related to message  The cost of “wasting” money on very expensive items (e.g. luxury versions of otherwise relatively inexpensive things) makes a reliable� signal of one’s abundance of money; the cost of “wasting” time learning dead languages or building ships in bottles reliably signals one’s abundance of leisure � ADDIN EN.CITE <EndNote><Cite><Author>Veblen</Author><Year>1899</Year><RecNum>12</RecNum><record><rec-number>12</rec-number><foreign-keys><key app="EN" db-id="550xedxt1r00spepdfs5zera2s9rxsp2dwd5">12</key></foreign-keys><ref-type name="Book">6</ref-type><contributors><authors><author>Veblen, Thorstein</author></authors></contributors><titles><title>The Theory of the Leisure Class</title></titles><dates><year>1899</year></dates><pub-location>New York</pub-location><publisher>Macmillan</publisher><urls><related-urls><url>http://xroads.virginia.edu/~HYPER/VEBLEN/veblenhp.html</url></related-urls></urls></record></Cite></EndNote>�(Veblen 1899)�.   This does not mean that only costly (in terms of time, money, energy, etc) things are reliable – the key is that for a signal to be reliable, it must be prohibitively costly for a dishonest signaler, but not for an honest one.


Costs may also amplify the signal, helping to attract the intended recipients’ attention – the bright colors of many poisonous insects are one version of this and, as I will discuss below in greater depth, gifts function as amplifiers – presenting someone with a gift is a good way to gain their attention.  Costs can also bolster a signal by indicating how much one cares about making that signal: a $10,000 gift to a charity shows a greater commitment that a $1 gift (though there is ambiguity as to whether a cost is a commitment signal bolstering some other message, or a signal in itself of the vastness of one’s resources in that domain).   


Conversely, non-signaling benefits� can undermine the communicative value of a signal.  
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