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On Friday, March 10, 2000, the NASDAQ closed for the weekend at the record level of 5048 points. The day will be remembered as the turning point of the dot-com era—an eight-year bull run during which capital flooded into the start-up ecosystems of major metropolitan areas such as San Francisco, New York, and London (Cassidy, 2009). The euphoria lasted for the weekend as, on Monday, the market entered a phase of high instability. Increased scrutiny and mounting skepticism about Internet-based start-up1 companies’ fundamentals shattered venture capitalists’ expectations about the economic potential of media, computing, and telecommunications convergence. Barely five years after Netscape’s debut on the stock market—the first high-profile Initial Public Offering of the dot-com era—the techno-financial enthusiasm that fueled the spectacular rise of what came to be known as the New Economy started crumbling right in front of investors and analysts (Willoughby, 2000).
“Technology changes, economic laws do not” (Shapiro & Varian, 1999, p. 2), warned economists in their attempt to curb the expectations of investors caught up in what turned out to be the first speculative bubble of the twenty-first century—an enthusiasm that Federal Reserve Board Chairman Alan Greenspan (1996) famously characterized as an “irrational exuberance” (para. 42), responsible for inflating stock evaluations and, as history shows, creating the conditions for unexpected market reversals. It took one month for the NASDAQ to collapse. From March 10 to April 14, 2000, the NASDAQ composite index lost 25% of its overall valuation—the most significant points drop in its history. Five hundred Internet-based start-up companies, the so-called dot-coms, failed in the process, and half a million jobs were lost (Cassidy, 2009; Lovink, 2003).
Despite ultimately failing to realize the wildest dreams of start-up founders and venture capitalists, the New Economy was a period of great experimentation in the workplace. Internet-based start-up companies, mostly clustered in major tech hubs of the Global North, tried to harness the still largely untapped economic potential of technical knowledge and new forms of digital creativity. This often involved the subsumption of casual and immaterial labor, resulting in dot-coms becoming the archetype of a new breed of flexible and networked enterprises, in which self-organization and entrepreneurship substituted previous forms of bureaucratic command and control.
The managerial discourses constituting the foundations of the organization of labor in digital start-ups endured the stock market downturn and evolved significantly in the post-dot-com period. In the 20 years since the NASDAQ crash, the logic of capital accumulation, which originated in the heyday of the New Economy, transitioned from the margins to the forefront of economic development agendas (e.g., European Commission, 2016; Minister of Citizenship and Immigration Government of Canada, 2015). Business schools and marketing gurus alike consecrated the “start-up” as the latest managerial revolution and connected it with other buzzwords of the post-dot-com business zeitgeist, such as creative disruption (Abernathy & Clark, 1985), lean manufacturing (Ries, 2011), and Agile management (Blank, 2007). The result was a pervasive, yet not necessarily coherent, start-up-inspired managerial ethos that, leveraging values such as empowerment, freedom, and autonomy, thrust the 1990s techno-utopianism into the twenty-first century. This is an ethos echoing the freewheeling and entrepreneurial spirit of the Californian ideology, which media theorists Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron (1996) defined as “a bizarre mish-mash of hippie anarchism and economic liberalism beefed up with lots of technological determinism” (p. 56).
Unlike the Californian ideology of the 1990s, the contemporary start-up managerial discourse is no longer the preserve of the techno intelligentsia of skilled workers in the “media, computing and telecoms industries” (Barbrook & Cameron, 1996, p. 44). The Economist hailed the diffusion of start-up thinking into “every nook and cranny of the economy” (Siegele, 2014, para. 3) as a new Cambrian moment, one in which “anyone who writes code can become an entrepreneur—anywhere in the world” (para. 4). The influence of the start-up managerial discourse is not limited to the hi-tech and digital circles either. As a loose signifier for economic growth and innovation, the start-up has transcended its managerial origins to become a lens priming our perception of economic and social reality, and offering us a way to conduct ourselves within it. Besides providing administrative methods for organizing people and technologies into systems of capital accumulation, the start-up lives today as a cultural reference capable of formulating new meanings for existing economic institutions and social processes. As such, the start-up ethos creates new professional subjectivities and work cultures whose economic, social, and political implications remain largely beyond scrutiny (Werning, 2019).
This book aims to explore such implications by offering an insider perspective into the cult(-ure) of start-up entrepreneurship within the so-called creative industries. Make Fail Repeat represents the outcome of 22 months of ethnographic fieldwork conducted between November 2017 and September 2019 in Vancouver, Canada. By participating in hackathons, networking events, acceleration programs, and informal groups for tech and creative workers, I witnessed how the start-up way of thinking is shaping the work cultures and professional identities of digital and tech workers. In addition to discussing the problems of start-up culture, such as the increase of managerial self-control and exploitation, I also emphasize and magnify the tactics my participants rely on in their attempt to escape new forms of alienation introduced by the start-up managerial discourse.
The book is indebted to and builds upon previous research on labor in late capitalism. The works of Gina Neff (2012), Nigel Thrift (2005), Andrew Ross (2003, 2009), Silvio Lorusso (2019), Fred Turner (2006), Lilly Irani (2019), Rutvica Andrijasevic, Julie Yujie Chen, Melissa Gregg, and Marc Steinberg (2021), Richard Barbrook and Andy Cameron (1996), and Julian Orr (1996) among others, were essential to the development of the research presented in the following pages. I hope that this book will contribute to the debate on the challenges faced by independent creative workers by placing these challenges in the context of the technological and social changes that have occurred in creative and cultural production in the post-dot-com era.
1.1 The Journey Ahead
The first step in my research is a theoretical one. You might have noticed how, so far, I have qualified the start-up as a discourse, an ethos, and as a way of thinking. The use of such generic terms is a mere sleight of hand meant to hint at the start-up’s complex nature without actually defining it. To address the start-up’s multifariousness while trying to avoid reductionistic or essentialist definitions, in Chap. 2, “Unthinking Start-up,” I advance a characterization based on Michel Foucault’s (1972) concept of episteme. Episteme, concisely defined as the series of regularities taking place across contemporary discourses, is fundamental to my analysis of the start-up in relation to the knowledges legitimizing it. Readers looking for a precise definition of “start-up” will be disappointed by my use of “episteme,” which, rather than capturing the essence of the start-up, traces its regularities across discourses, thus rendering it somehow legible and identifiable, yet at the same time impossible to grasp in its entirety. Based on this intentionally open-ended conceptualization of start-up, I investigate the role that this historically specific way of knowing plays in the formation of professional subjectivities and of collective work cultures.
My analysis of the start-up as an episteme begins by delineating some of its cultural hinterland. I focus on three areas in particular: complexity economics, a school of thought in economics championed in the 1990s by the Santa Fe Institute (Cowan, 2010); the Agile paradigm in software development (Beck et al., 2001); and design thinking (Brown, 2009; Cross, 2011). I look at the influence of these three areas of knowledge on the legitimization of self-management and soft power practices that were responsible for the formation of the digerati worker (Fisher, 2008): a bold, risk-taking, independent, entrepreneurial, flexible—and mainly male—individual. I then move the focus of my inquiry to the dot-com stock market crash of 2000, which I identify as the point of diffraction that led to the lean and Agile-inspired entrepreneurial discourse that now permeates the start-up episteme.
In Chap. 3, “Becoming Entrepreneurial,” I discuss my ethnographic journey. Specifically, I illustrate the series of events that catapulted me into the world of independent creative labor, and the way I had to position myself, and my research, in order to engage with the community I sought to study. From my first encounter with the start-up episteme at a hackathon, my fieldwork unfolded over 22 months, during which I attended more than 30 events for tech professionals as participant observers, and I conducted 27 interviews with practitioners, employees, independent workers, and labor activists. In this chapter, I look back at my journey and reflect on how the very process of developing a research protocol (and the technological instruments underpinning it) constituted, in itself, a meaningful and unique opportunity to engage with the community of digital and creative workers. I also examine Vancouver, a city that, at the beginning of my research in 2017, was striving to become a global creative hub (Compass, 2015; Startup Genome, 2017, 2019). I consider Vancouver’s turbulent industrial past and how its history has affected the city’s creative industries today.
In Chap. 4, “Nomads and Hustlers,” I analyze the professional subject positions predicated into existence by the start-up episteme. Advancing a Foucauldian conception of subjectivity, according to which “subjectivity” is understood as being derived from multiple and complex power relations (Foucault, 1982), I discuss the influence that power has over the formation of the self, and vice versa: the role that subjectivation plays in the constant regeneration of epistemic power. I examine how the percolation of managerial discourses, from the organizational down into the personal, urges people to chase authentic and fulfilling professional identities. In doing so, the start-up episteme creates a culture in which professionals’ subjectivities are maintained in a perpetual state of becoming, in which self-actualization and stability seem always within reach but are never fully achieved. I define this orientation toward work by advancing the start-up worker archetype. This is a professional subjectivity premised on three epistemic regularities of the start-up episteme: projectivity, bootstrapping, and assetization, which I also define in that chapter. The start-up worker recuperates and updates the liberal ideal of the self-reliant, masculine, entrepreneurial individual, and offers it as a recipe for successful “lifestyle design” (Ferriss, 2007, p. 7). Focusing on processes of subject creation allows me to discuss how the start-up has become an episteme also through the co-optation of desiring subjects and their rebellions against the disciplinary regimes of industrial capitalism.
In Chap. 5, “Mingling, Sharing, Networking,” I explore the interstitial spaces of negotiation and critique within the start-up episteme. In particular, I analyze the role that informal communities of tech workers (meetups) can play in reforming the episteme from within. Based on my fieldwork observations, I argue that these gatherings could, potentially, become significant in the formation of individual subjectivities and collective professional cultures capable of tactically reforming the organization of labor informed by the start-up-inspired managerial discourses. Theoretically, I borrow the concept of occupational communities as developed by Van Maanen and Barley (1984), and defined by the authors as informal organizations connecting workers with similar competences and professional interests. Occupational communities have been studied as impromptu sites of collaboration and mutual support among workers (Orr, 1996). Transposing the concept of occupational communities from industrial to flexible capitalism, I investigate the critical role that meetups have in the start-up episteme. In my conclusion, I discuss how, on the one hand, meetups effectively help creative workers navigate the uncertainty of start-up labor. On the other hand, these gatherings promote individualistic solutions to systemic problems, reinforce current gendered narratives about technical proficiency, and further the adoption of exploitative technologies.
In Chap. 6, “Conclusion,” I reflect on my research journey, especially in relation to the historic moment in which it took place. As I started writing this book, a global pandemic permanently changed the way we work. The COVID-19 outbreak forced knowledge workers to find ways to collaborate at a distance and widened the gap between highly skilled and so-called frontline workers (Lusoli, 2022). In the conclusion, I discuss the possible implications of remote work on occupational communities.

1.2 Contribution
Even though my research is based on fieldwork conducted in the digital and new media industry of a Global North metropolitan area, my findings point to the far-reaching implications of the start-up episteme. The way this historically specific way of knowing and of being invites us to conceive ourselves in relation to our work has implications that are neither just personal nor limited to the organization of labor in cutting-edge, knowledge-based industries. As will be discussed in the following chapters, the epistemic regularities of the start-up are now pervasive throughout the social body and are reshaping professional cultures and local development policies, as well as global flows of capital and people. Charting the socioeconomic and political consequences of these transformation is, therefore, of utmost importance.
In addition to contributing to the current debate on digital, mediatized, and entrepreneurial labor (Gray & Suri, 2019; Irani, 2019; Lorusso, 2019), my work also has theoretical and methodological aspirations. With regard to the former, I hope my research demonstrates the possibility of recuperating Foucault’s archaeological project for the analysis of material and discursive formations. This can be particularly useful for the study of technologies and managerial methodologies of production, in media industries, and beyond. The latter, instead, refers to the possibility of using ethnography as a way to experience and study “macrotheoretical concepts and narratives” (Marcus, 1995, p. 96); the episteme is a prime example of this. This approach acknowledges the impossibility of understanding some forms of knowledges through simple observation (Pink, 2011, p. 271) and invites ethnographers to attune their research practices to the regularities of the communities they study. In my case, this meant hybridizing my research protocol with entrepreneurial practices in order to understand what it means to live and to work in the start-up episteme. I am hopeful that such a methodological approach may be useful to other ethnographers of work and professional cultures.
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© The Author(s), under exclusive license to Springer Nature Switzerland AG 2025
A. LusoliMake, Fail, Repeat: Creative Labor in the Start-Up AgeCreative Working Liveshttps://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-95574-7_2

2. Unthinking Start-Up

Alberto Lusoli1  
(1)Toronto Metropolitan University, Toronto, ON, Canada

 

 
Alberto Lusoli
Email: alberto.lusoli@torontomu.ca



Keywords
Start-upEpistemeDesign thinkingLean managementAgile
Start-up is everywhere. The term has been employed since the 1970s to indicate “any company with a limited operating history, new, and usually in a phase of product and market discovery” (Kidder, 2012, p. 14). In the 1990s, the word “start-up” gained a more precise connotation, one connected to the kind of experimental, technology-based, highly scalable, and venture-backed businesses that became the most visible embodiment of the New Economy techno-utopianism (Werning, 2019). Today, the term is widely known and used beyond managerial circles, so much so that it has become a subject of TV shows such as the reality game Shark Tank, MTV’s Dropout, and HBO’s irreverent series Silicon Valley.
Start-up has become a code word for the kind of entrepreneurial spirit that, according to founder and investor Chris Dixon, will change how we perceive work in the 21st century. “The notion of lifetime employment is over,” he argued while describing a future belonging to the entrepreneur, to those who “aspire to own a much larger piece of [their] lives” (Kidder, 2012, p. 114). If “entrepreneurs are everywhere,” as the creator of the Lean Startup method, Eric Ries, argued (2011, p. 8), then it is urgent to understand how the start-up is working its way inside out and reshaping professional cultures, managerial models, and economic institutions at large.
Instead of addressing the start-up head-on, in this chapter, I take a step back and lay out the theoretical grounds that will allow unthinking the start-up as a broad signifier for technological and economic progress. The goal is to avoid essentializing what the start-up is or means and, instead, to treat it in the most expansive way possible. To this end, I introduce Michel Foucault’s concept of episteme, understood here as a historically specific way of knowing, ordering, and seeing the world, and I explain why it provides a useful way to unthink and rethink what start-up is.
2.1 What Does Start-Up Even Mean?
Start-up is a controversial term lacking definitional stability. Stanford professor and Silicon Valley veteran Steve Blank (2010b) described start-up as “an organization formed to search for a repeatable and scalable business model.” Similarly, Martin Ruef and Lucien Karpik (2010) described it as an emerging and tendentially homophilous—in terms of age, ethnicity, and gender—organization engaged in a collective entrepreneurial action. Yet, according to founder and investor David Kidder (2012), start-up is a stage in a company’s life cycle, which ends “when a company crosses certain growth milestones, most often when it hits profitability, is publicly traded, or is acquired” (p. 14).
The ambiguity surrounding the term “start-up” is not limited to business and economic literature, but it also manifested in the course of my fieldwork. When I began my ethnographic research into the cultural significance of this form of entrepreneurship, which I describe in greater detail in Chap. 3, my understanding of the term was focused on its organizational meaning. Specifically, I understood it as a way of structuring manufacturing processes⁠—especially in hi-tech, digital, and new media industries. My understanding of start-up was heavily influenced by economics literature on industrial districts and innovation, such as Annalee Saxenian’s Regional Advantage (2000) and Carl Shapiro and Hal Varian’s Information Rules (1999). Hence, the original idea for my research was to capture the essence of start-up-inspired production systems, understand their logics, and chart their economic and social consequences. However, the more I talked to people working on, or for, start-up companies, the less confident I became about the possibility of delimiting the meaning of start-up just to its organizational dimension. Quite the opposite, start-up emerged, in a series of ramifications and acceptations, only barely reminiscent of my initial understanding of the term.
Some of the people I talked to throughout my fieldwork, especially business mentors and entrepreneurs, adhered to Blank’s definition of the term: start-up as an organization searching for a scalable business model. Partners in venture capital firms described start-up instead as an investment vehicle, a high-risk asset class for capital seeking potentially exponential returns. Alternatively, other participants understood start-up in ways that revealed the lived experiences of working in one. For instance, a start-up employee working at a local coding school described start-up as “working hard and close in small units. Without bureaucracies and structures.” Her description was devoid of any reference to scalability and profitability, which, on the contrary, were central to how venture capital funds, entrepreneurs, and business mentors understood start-up.
Things became confusing at times, especially when—following the start-up metaphor and letting it guide me through my ethnographic fieldwork—I found myself talking to freelancers and to people working in corporate jobs. Despite the apparent distance between their working conditions and those of start-up entrepreneurs and employees, their descriptions of their professional lives somehow evoked a start-up way of thinking—an entrepreneurial mindset that I perceived as pervasive even beyond the communities of self-identified entrepreneurs I observed in the early phases of my fieldwork. Through interviews with people from all walks of life, from labor activists to venture capitalists and unemployed tech workers, start-up surfaced not only as a way to organize production processes but also as a transcendent way of seeing and organizing the world, as a way of acting within it, and as a way to relate to others and to oneself.
In the attempt to give a name to such a way of thinking, yet at the same time avoid essentializing it into a preexisting definition, I suggest conceiving it as an episteme. Episteme can be succinctly defined as a “system for organizing knowledge about the world” (Mejias, 2013, p. 9). The use of episteme instead of alternative concepts like culture highlights the ambiguity of the start-up, which I argue is not merely a semantic issue. Start-up is a different thing to different people. It is, among other things, a managerial concept, an object, and an identity trait. The start-up, as an episteme, provides a template for making sense of reality, for justifying economic practices as good and proper, for shaping subjectivities, and, ultimately, for articulating power, both over others and within ourselves. Investigating these other dimensions of the start-up means unraveling the bundle of multiple, and partially overlapping discourses constituting the episteme and mapping the assonances between them. By doing so, we can appreciate how the start-up episteme, through the repetition of regularities across domain-specific and concurrent discourses, allows a particular way of being and acting within our social reality to become natural, familiar, and almost normal. The modalities in which the episteme enables us to engage with the world and with ourselves, however, are not inevitable, objective, or rational, but rather specific and peculiar to a certain time and place. In the case of the start-up episteme, these modalities stem from assonances found in economics, management and design discourses.
In this chapter, I identify the discourses underpinning the start-up episteme by analyzing the slice of economic and technology history from the early 1990s to the 2010s. For the sake of clarity, I divided this analysis into two periods: the dot-com and the post-dot-com eras. The former is defined as the period between the launch of the first browser Mosaic in 1993 and the burst of the New Economy bubble in 2000. The latter, instead, began after the stock market crash and extends until the present day. Despite significant differences in the ways in which the start-up was understood before and after the 2001 stock crash, in my analysis, I emphasize the continuity between the two periods rather than charting one as the evolution of the other, which would have only furthered the narrative of the start-up as the latest revolution in business (as proclaimed by Blank, 2013).
Analyzing business and managerial literature from the two periods (see the Appendix for the list of analyzed texts), I discuss how, prior to the New Economy bubble burst, the term start-up was moored to established managerial concepts. As a synonym for an early-stage company, the term was associated with the entrepreneurial activity of launching a new business. In those years, a teleological conception understood start-up as a transient phase of the corporate life cycle. This understanding of start-up can be found, materialized, in the business model, a planning methodology particularly popular in the dot-com years. After the dot-com bubble burst of March 2000, start-up literature became increasingly self-referential and self-serving. A new understanding of start-up developed at that time. Borrowing elements from computer science and design discourses, start-up became a permanent mode of being for corporations of all sizes, rather than a stage in the formation of a new economic venture. It was in this moment, I argue, that the start-up transcended its original acceptation as an organizational principle to become a way of thinking about labor, a way of structuring and conducting it, as well as a way of establishing oneself within and in relation to it. In other words, an episteme. The essence of the start-up episteme is perfectly captured by and reflected in the Business Model Canvas (BMC), a popular planning tool employed to devise new business models, which I analyze in Sect. 2.4.3.
To comprehend how the start-up episteme informs the work of digital and new media practitioners and determines the very possibilities they have for shaping their identities as creative and cultural workers, we first need to analyze how managerial and economic discourses described start-up entrepreneurship during the dot-com and post-dot-com eras. To begin, let’s go back to a point in time when the Internet was the cool new media.

2.2 From Atoms to Bits
In the early 1990s, a wind of techno-optimism swept the industrialized countries of the western hemisphere. As the “short century” (Hobsbawm, 1994) was about to pass into history, U.S. citizens were preparing to reap the benefits of almost 30 years of government-funded research into nuclear-proof information and communication technologies (Mazzucato, 2014). The opening of the Internet’s virtual doors to commercial usage was celebrated as the coming of the “information superhighway” (Gore, 1990), as then-Tennessee Senator Al Gore Jr., perhaps in observance of a family tradition,1 famously depicted the Internet in a 1990 Washington Post op-ed (Flichy, 2007). Journalists, pundits, and investors hailed the diffusion of personal computers in American households—and their interconnection by means of telephone wires—as the herald of a new phase of capitalism, one based on zeros and ones rather than on land and labor. Some commentators went so far as to claim that the irrevocable and unstoppable transition “from atoms to bits” (Negroponte, 1995, p. 4) called for a new economics (e.g., Mandel, 1996), as neoclassical principles would no longer be useful to describe, let alone model and predict, a new economic system based on intangible assets and commodities such as knowledge and data.
The New Economy rhetoric gained momentum and strengthened as the decade unfolded. In 1992, Gore, then U.S. vice president candidate, made the information superhighway the rallying cry of Bill Clinton’s presidential campaign, promising to “wire up every classroom in the country” in case of victory (Cassidy, 2009, p. 38). Starting in 1993, the year of the release of the first user-friendly browser X Mosaic, a flock of digital and media companies joined the “internet gold rush,” as Bill Gates (1995, p. 261) dubbed—not without a hint of skepticism⁠—the competition to gain market shares in the fast-growing consumer markets created by the diffusion of digital-communication technologies. Less skeptical were Morgan Stanley’s analysts and early Internet gurus Mary Meeker and Chris DePuy, who saw the information age as “the great communication backfill opportunity” (1996, p. 2). The opportunity was the chance to transform the already existing 150 million computer users worldwide into the Internet’s first paying customers.
The object of the rising political, economic, and financial attention were the so-called dot-coms, Internet-based firms caught up in the competition to capitalize every opportunity afforded by the digital medium, all the while leveraging the stock market to multiply their business potential. Experimenting with innovative models for extracting value out of the cultural, technical, and creative work performed—often for free—by early Internet users in online communities, virtual chatrooms, and newsgroups, the dot-coms became the icon of the entrepreneurial spirit of the roaring nineties: bold, risk taking, and fast acting—a spirit that also affected their corporate structures. Dot-coms introduced novel forms of corporate organization: more flexible, more distributed, and flatter than those of the industrial era (Afuah & Tucci, 2003). By the time the New Economy hit its high-water mark on March 10, 2000—the apex of a seven-year speculative bull market run fueled by an ironclad confidence in the economic potential of networked forms of immaterial production—the managerial practices undergirding the dot-coms had spread to much of the industrialized world, beyond the confines of the hi-tech districts of San Francisco’s Silicon Valley and New York’s Silicon Alley, where they originated (Feng et al., 2001; Turner, 2006).
2.2.1 Third-Wave Capitalism
Countless metaphors were used to describe the economic impact of information and communications technologies. Business and managerial literature usually relied on colonial tropes, describing the Internet as the last electronic frontier and dot-com entrepreneurs as “intrepid explorers and colonists of the 16th and 17th centuries” (Moore, 1991, p. 90) trying to grab their share of virtual land. However, the terra nullius that early digital colonizers found when entering the cyberspace appeared as radically different from the one they were coming from. The digital realm seemed to escape the economic rules they relied on to describe the production and consumption of commodities in the real material world. Even the most basic laws of physics did not seem to apply to digital artifacts: They did not wear out through consumption; they could be replicated with little or no expenditure of energy; they moved across space at no cost and in almost real time; and they were extremely difficult to own exclusively.
The differences between real and digital commodities also affected economic archetypes that had been taken for granted. Above all, the distinction between producers and consumers—whose aggregate abstract behaviors have been used since the beginning of economic thought to formulate fundamental laws such as the model of supply and demand—blurred. Business consultants, politicians, and the media framed the Internet as an opportunity for people to own their means of production, thus opening new possibilities for self-actualization not only as consumers but also, and mostly, as creators. “Everybody will become information providers as well as consumers” (Gilder, 1993, para. 58), America Online (AOL) CEO Steve Case prophetically argued in 1993.
The Progress and Freedom Foundation (PFF) was among the main supporters of this kind of “cyberbolic thinking” (Woolgar, 2002, p. 9) surrounding the diffusion of the Internet. The PFF was a self-defined “market-oriented think tank” (1993) connected to, and supported by, new-right Republican Congressman Newt Gingrich (Barbrook & Cameron, 1996, p. 60) and animated by the digerati clique orbiting around the online forums of the Whole Earth ’Lectronic Link (The WELL). In their 1994 futurist manifesto, Cyberspace and the American Dream: A Magna Carta for the Knowledge Age, the PFF quadrumvirate Esther Dyson, George Gilder, George Keyworth, and Alvin Toffler (1996) described the rise of the Internet as the passage from the second-wave to the third-wave economy. The former stood for industrial capitalism, an economic regime based on the classic three factors of production: capital, land, and (machine-enhanced) labor. The latter, conversely, represented the New Economy, a system of capital accumulation where knowledge would become the fourth, and the most important, factor of production or, as the management guru Peter Drucker (1993) expressed it, “the only meaningful resource” (p. 38).
Despite the triumphant tones, Dyson et al. did not believe that the success of the third-wave economy was either unavoidable or achievable through relentless technological innovation alone. Combining technological utopianism with free market rhetoric, the PFF manifesto pressed Western democracies to support the third-wave economy through a neoliberal political agenda. This meant reaffirming and updating individuals’ fundamental rights, first and foremost those pertaining to economic self-determination and intellectual property, to the electronic regime. It also urged governments to remove all barriers hindering universal access to the digital infrastructure and to free their political programs from the entrenched powers of the second-wave economy. This translated into laissez-faire economic recommendations undermining the legitimacy of the “interventionist welfare state, the central planning in businesses and the economy, the hierarchized corporation, and the tenured worker” (Fisher, 2010, p. 23).
The PFF ideas for a freewheeling knowledge-based economy echoed through the work of Kevin Kelly, also a member of the “new communalists” (Turner, 2006, p. 4), the intellectual hi-tech elite originating from the countercultural movement of the 1960s and coalescing in the 1980s around the aforementioned forum The WELL. Cofounder of Wired magazine (also an emanation of The WELL), Kelly offered an even more dramatic vision for the third-wave economy than the one advanced in the PFF’s Magna Carta. In his influential book New Rules for the New Economy, Kelly (1998) argued that the prime goal of the New Economy was to dismantle industrial capitalism “company by company, industry by industry” (p. 112) and to rebuild it on the basis of the decentralized and participatory principle of the network.
Akin to Dyson et al. (1996), Kelly’s ideas were also wrapped in technological utopianism. However, unlike his contemporaries, Kelly appeared less interested in the technology itself and more on the network as a new metaphor for making sense of society. Indeed, technology played a fundamental role in Kelly’s account of the future to come. It was thanks to “enabling technologies” (Kelly, 1998, p. 5) such as the personal computer and the microchip that digital networks became part of everyday experience for millions of Americans by the end of the 1980s, Kelly argued. Pervasiveness and ubiquity, however, represented just the first step along a path to transcendence. The network, once part of the everyday, should have become the “central metaphor around which our thinking and our economy are organized” (p. 2). As an allegory, the network provided a template for organizing and describing institutions and forms of collectivity (Mejias, 2013). In its disembodied form, the network could have potentially changed our perception and understanding of “society, culture, humanity, our own individual identity, and of all economic systems” (Kelly, 1998, p. 5).
Swayed by the network discourse, the institutions inhabiting and structuring society would be redrawn based on decentralized logics and enter a new phase, one of constant transformation. Unlike industrial-era institutions, shaped around centralized and vertical systems of discipline and control that kept converging, over time, toward asymptotic states of equilibrium, New Economy institutions would emerge from the constant interactions among independent nodes acting without a masterplan and responding exclusively to individual and local contingencies. As a result, Kelly (1998) understood network-based institutions as in a perennial state of transition, a “constant state of flux,” always “within reach of disaster,” but for this reason capable of constantly propelling themselves “forward with grace” (p. 114). Kelly described the fine act of balancing chaos with order as the necessary condition for achieving a state of “constant innovation” by means of “perpetual disruption” (p. 110) within networked firms, industries, economies, and societies.

2.2.2 Surfing the Turbulence
Bestselling authors Alvin and Heidi Toffler were among the first ones to describe the information era economy and society through the lens of nonlinearity.2 In The Third Wave, the Tofflers (1980) described the industrial era as one characterized by the cultural constant of the line, which shaped our conception of time and space:In all industrial societies, capitalist or socialist, Eastern or Western, the specialization of architectural spaces, the detailed map, the use of uniform, precise units of measurement and, above all, the line, became a cultural constant—basic to the new indust-reality. (p. 110)


On the contrary, the information age would be characterized, Toffler continued, by a nonlinear conception of time and space. To live in it and make sense of it, we should “resist the temptation to be seduced by straight lines” (p. 130) and become acquainted with a reality where causes and their effects are neither directly nor proportionally related, as we have been trained to think. A new economics, as well as a new managerial culture, was deemed necessary to navigate the uncertainty of networked systems of production or, in the words of sociologists Scott Lash and John Urry (1994), of “disorganized capitalism” (p. 25).
Although Kelly’s (1998), Dyson et al.’s (1996), and Toffler’s (1980) references to nonlinearity were at times loose and cursory, their works build on and reinstate a series of discursive regularities that have been the subject of scientific inquiry since the mid-1980s within the dispersed, scattered field of complexity. As a broad umbrella term, complexity denotes the various approaches, across disciplines, that have been involved in the study of nonlinear systems.
Previous works have already traced the cultural lineage of the New Economy and connected it to the 1990s studies on complexity (e.g., Terranova, 2000, 2004; Thrift, 1999, 2005; Turner, 2006). Building and expanding on these works, in the following pages, I discuss how the subbranch of complexity involved in the study of economic systems was fundamental in determining the start-up as an episteme. Specifically, I focus on the work conducted by the Santa Fe Institute (SFI), the organization that, more than anyone else, popularized complexity theory beyond the natural sciences in the late 1980s (Cowan, 2010). More than the diffusion of digital technologies of communication, than the affirmation of knowledge as a productive factor, than the rise of venture capitals and dot-coms—but at the same time, because of all these elements—complexity provided the vocabulary that allowed the dot-com era to be described as a paradigmatic shift, as an economy of plenitude rather than of scarcity (Kelly, 1998).
The nonlinear shift in economic thought provides essential insight into the start-up’s emergence as an episteme. As a system of regularities patterning discourses within a given era, the episteme is mutually dependent on its material substrate. In the works of Kelly (1998), Toffler (1980), and Dyson et al. (1996), the mutual and self-reinforcing relation between discourse and its material correlate can be found in the way the authors borrowed the Internet topology to portray institutions as networks composed of independent nodes. Epistemic regularities, however, also extend across concurrent discourses. In this respect, the vision offered by Kelly and the PFF is of a world as a system in constant state of chaotic flux, a vision based on a nonlinear, complex conception of the economy. Borrowing concepts from biology, Kelly (1998, p. 6) compared firms to cells within living organisms, capable of self-organizing in response to external stimuli. Economic systems as a whole were imagined as inherently unstable ecosystems, capable of amplifying every small interference into a threat to the general equilibrium, but for this reason also able to constantly create opportunities for disruption, reinvention, and progress (Benkler, 2006; Drucker, 1985). Unsurprisingly, the work of the Austrian economist Jospeh Schumpeter (2013) on creative destruction was often employed to explain the seemingly disordered development of hi-tech industrial districts. Instead of trying to predict or control instability, everyone involved in networked forms of production should have learned to “surf” (Kelly, 1998, p. 114) the economic turbulence to generate forward motion. The works of Kelly (1998), Toffler (1980), and Dyson et al. (1996) epitomize the kind of nonlinear perspective that, as I argue in the following pages, represents the unifying principle shaping discourses of the start-up episteme.

2.2.3 Complexity in Economics: The Santa Fe Approach
Complexity developed in the natural sciences in the 1960s, famously through Ilya Prigogine’s work on thermodynamics, as a nonreductionist response to the classic physics description of natural phenomena (De Landa, 2000). In the following decades, complexity emerged as a recurrent topic in such diverse fields as biology, meteorology, population ecology, mathematics, and computer science (Johnson & Burton, 1994). Despite the limited cohesion, all contributions shared the same critical stance with respect to the reductionist and deterministic approaches to the study of nonlinear systems of Newtonian physics, which was premised on the possibility of understanding systemic phenomena from the study of their constitutive parts. According to critics, reductionist approaches could not account for the apparently “unpredictable but nevertheless strangely ordered” (Urry, 2003, p. 23) behaviors of nonlinear systems and would be of little use in describing the interaction patterns between the numerous, even countless, components of such systems (Arthur et al., 1997). When they did, results often led to oversimplifications of systems’ dynamics, accounting only for the most prominent forces at play and ignoring those of lesser importance, which were routinely treated as corrective, random, or residual at best—a problem also known as “linearization” (Bertuglia & Vaio, 2005, p. 39). Examples of complex systems in the natural realm include the living cell, composed of chemically reacting proteins, lipids, and nucleic acids, and the brain, whose cognitive functions cannot be deducted from the analysis of individual neurons.
In response to reductionism, complexity scholars called for a holistic approach to system analysis (Byrne, 1998). This meant considering how a system’s components interacted with each other, how they responded to changes taking place at different scales, and how their behaviors evolved as a consequence of learning and adaptation to environmental changes. On the basis of such a holistic perspective, complexity theories and models distinguished between purely chaotic and complex systems. The latter were of particular interest because, situated at the edge of chaos (Packard, 1988), the theoretical threshold delimiting order from disorder, these systems exhibited process-dependent and evolving behaviors—also known as emergent behaviors (Bertuglia & Vaio, 2005)—even without the guidance of a centralized control apparatus.
The vision for complexity was, however, more ambitious than simply filling the void left by classic physics: Complex models—even of relatively simple ones such as the motion of a pendulum—questioned established linear descriptions of natural phenomena. The reality portrayed through complexity was messier and less predictable, and therefore less prone to fit the elegant mathematical models that classic physics tried to impress upon it. Research on complex systems was not confined to the biological and natural realms either. Computer-based models demonstrated how even simple algorithms such as cellular automata—discrete time/space logical universes composed of arrays of cells in which each cell can assume a finite number of values depending on their internal logics and on the values of the neighboring cells (Langton, 1990)—could produce complex behaviors over time (Wolfram, 2002).
If even in vitro and remarkably simple computer models could exhibit emergent behaviors, how could one of the most complicated and extensive human-made systems, the economy, be fully understood through the Newtonian-inspired, reductionist, and linear lenses of traditional economics? What if the economy could have been studied as a living and evolving organism, rather than as a machine, as it had been conceptualized since the beginning of economic thought? (Aspromourgos, 2012). The apparent randomness of markets might have had a simple, yet complex, explanation after all (Johnson & Burton, 1994).
These ideas pushed a group of physicists, biologists, computer scientists, and economists to launch a collaboration in 1987 at the SFI, an interdisciplinary research center founded in 1984 by a group of former Los Alamos National Lab researchers and funded by Citicorp, the National Science Foundation, and the U.S. Department of Education (Arthur et al., 1997, p. 1). Throughout the 1990s, the SFI Economics Program, led by Stanford economist Brian Arthur, developed what they called the “Santa Fe approach” (Waldrop, 1992, p. 252) to economics, which became a fundamental pillar of the New Economy discourse.
As illustrated below, concepts such as positive feedback, nonlinearity, and edge of chaos became powerful metaphors when employed to discuss the economic possibilities of the Internet. Despite the critiques that the social sciences application of complexity has received for its, sometimes superficial, use of concepts and metaphors,3 the complexity vocabulary and imagery was fundamental to constructing and justifying the economic discourse of the New Economy. As Kelly (1998), himself a fond reader of Arthur, wrote, “As networks have permeated our world, the economy has come to resemble an ecology of organisms, interlinked and coevolving, constantly in flux, deeply tangled, ever expanding at its edges” (p. 108). To Kelly, the “irrational exuberance” (Greenspan, 1996, para. 42) of the New Economy was not irrational at all. Rather, it was proof of the transcendence of the fundamental laws of life, regulating in the same manner both the natural and the social world. In what follows, I discuss how complexity came to form the discursive hinterland of the start-up episteme.

2.2.4 Questioning Neoclassical Economics
In the same way that complexity theories questioned Newtonian physics in the natural sciences, the “Santa Fe approach” (Arthur et al., 1997, p. 3) questioned neoclassical theories of the past in economics. In their quest for simple, orderly explanations of economic phenomena, neoclassical economics relied on concepts borrowed from Newtonian mechanics. Complexity was thus offered as a solution to the shortcoming, or outright failure, of Newtonian-inspired economics in explaining nonlinear economic systems (Johnson & Burton, 1994). In particular, complexity broke with the neoclassical tradition on three fronts: its cognitive foundations, its general equilibrium theory, and its structural foundation.
The cognitive foundations of neoclassical economics were deeply rooted in the physiocratic image of the homo economicus, the self-interested rational optimizer. The economy was therefore perceived as the collective action of agents sharing the same information and the same set of rules for deciding what to do and how to act within the market: Agents “know everything that can be known about the choices they will face infinitely far into the future, and they use flawless reasoning to foresee all the possible implications of their action” (Waldrop, 1992, p. 141). Of course, the homo economicus did not pretend to be an accurate description of individual human behaviors; it was, nevertheless, a convenient assumption for modeling large-scale market phenomena.
The notion of an economic agent as an individual with perfect rationality had been contested even before the Santa Fe approach was introduced. Herbert Simon (1955), a political scientist and pioneer in the field of artificial intelligence (AI), had already questioned this idea 30 years before the first Santa Fe meeting. Simon advanced the idea of the economic agent as a “choosing organism of limited knowledge and ability” (p. 114), and therefore capable only of approximating rational behaviors. The complexity perspective added sophistication to Simon’s conception of economic agents. It argued that agents act according to personal individual, expectations, as well as according to the anticipation of what they expect to be others’ expectations. These expectations create the market that, in turn, creates individuals’ expectations (Arthur, 2015). Arthur (2015) introduced the problem of modeling and forecasting rational expectations in his “El Farol bar” problem:The idea had occurred to me at a bar in Santa Fe, El Farol. There was Irish music on Thursday nights and if the bar was not too full it was enjoyable, if the bar was crowded it was much less so. It occurred to me that if everyone predicted that many would come on a given night, they would not come, negating that forecast; and if everyone predicted few would come they would come, negating that forecast too. Rational forecasts—rational expectations—would be self-negating. There was no way to form properly functioning rational expectations. (p. xvi)


In addition to being unable to act on the basis of rational expectations due to the impossibility of anticipating others’ expectations, agents learn new strategies as they develop experience: The most successful strategies are carried forward and enacted to anticipate the future; the least successful ones are abandoned (Arthur et al., 1997). As a genotype evolving generation after generation—with random mutations introducing innovative elements into the genetic pool from time to time—economic behaviors are likewise described by complexity scholars as adaptive systems swayed by historical accidents altering the rationality that drives agents’ actions (Beinhocker, 1997, p. 29; 2006, p. 129).
The Santa Fe approach also broke with neoclassical economics in terms of the modeling of market dynamics. Classic economic theories described markets as systems converging toward asymptotic states of equilibrium. The inevitability of equilibrium was predicated on the existence of mechanisms of negative feedback, which would limit the polarization of resources, wealth, market shares, et cetera. For example, in the agriculture-based first-wave economy, equilibrium was thought to be the natural state of the market because of the supposed limited fertility of land. Therefore, it would have been impossible, according to French economist Anne Robert Jacques Turgot (1793) and British political economist David Ricardo (1815), to generate increasing returns from land through larger investments into labor and capital. These investments would, on the contrary, yield to decreasing returns due to the depletion of land’s natural resources. Therefore, in a market in which land is distributed evenly across a population of landowners, no one would be able to corner the market, regardless of the amount of labor and capital invested into agricultural production. Competition among farmers would stabilize, in line with the supply level and the corresponding demand.
With the industrial revolution, the interplay between positive and negative feedback mechanisms made the situation more complex but, according to neoclassical analysis, did not change the overall dynamics: Markets would necessarily reach a steady state of equilibrium. On the one hand, as Adam Smith (1954) suggested, the division of labor would transform complex production processes into simple steps and also provide the opportunity for the mechanization of labor. As illustrated through the iconic example of the pin factory, mechanized and atomized labor would be incommensurably more efficient than traditional artisanal forms of production. On the other hand, the improvement in performance attributable to simplification and automation would be limited by the extent of the market. In other words, the lack of a sufficient demand for a specific commodity would not justify the creation of highly efficient production systems. Even discounting Smith’s limiting factor of the market, as American economist Allyn Young suggested (1928),4 the possibility of sustaining increasing returns in industrial production would still be limited by both internal and external factors, argued Alfred Marshall in Principles of Economics (1890). External factors are all those market-related dynamics that would determine an increase in the marginal costs of production, which, in turn, would compensate for the higher productivity made possible by mechanization. These factors include, for example, the higher price of the factors of production due to higher production—and therefore demand—levels. Internal factors refer instead to all the intrafirm dynamics that would have a negative impact on the marginal costs of production. Also known as diseconomies of scale, such factors include management and communication overheads, organizational inefficiencies, and financial costs.
The idea of an asymptotically stable economy resulting from internal balancing mechanisms was criticized by Arthur (1989) in his early works, in which he advanced a conception of the economy as a system dominated by mechanisms of positive feedback or, in economic parlance, of increasing returns. When positive feedback becomes the dominating principle in the economy, Arthur argued, every small disequilibrium, any small historical event has the potential to change the market altogether. Unlike negative feedback, which tends to bring a system to homeostasis, toward a single point of equilibrium, positive feedback creates “tipping markets” (Shapiro & Varian, 1999, p. 179), susceptible to small changes, unstable, and prone to reward winners disproportionately. As a mechanism, positive feedback is a polarizing one: It “makes the strong grow stronger and the weak grow weaker” (p. 174).
Arthur theorized the existence of positive feedback in the economy, especially in hi-tech and digital markets, in the form of demand-side economies of scale, network effects, and co-ordination externalities. The resulting economy would be one dominated by the interplay of exponential growths and decays—an economy where “new niches, new potentials, new possibilities, are continually created” (Arthur et al., 1997, p. 4), and where every agent capable of exploiting the potential of positive feedbacks, no matter how small, established, or influential, can move to the forefront of this process of perpetual novelty.
Lastly, the Santa Fe approach differed from neoclassical economics in the way it perceived the structural foundation of the economy. In models of general equilibrium, the market was perceived as the locus where economic agents interacted. However, little or nothing was said about the actual interaction among agents. The general assumption considered that each agent could interact with all other agents within the economy. The complexity perspective, instead, conceived and modeled individuals as sparsely connected nodes within networks.
The complex networked perspective is also recursive: Entities at one level “combine to produce units at the next higher level” (De Landa, 2000, p. 32), thus generating infinitely regressing networks of networks, or meshworks. For example, markets are described as networks of firms, in the same way that economies can be thought of as networks of markets, and firms as networks of agents. Entities located at different levels would develop their own regularities and structures while also responding to the transcending levels of patterns and mechanisms, which, in complexity jargon, are scale invariant. While not being necessarily hierarchical, this perspective allows for interlevel relations of causation: Phenomena taking place at one level might influence, enable, or constrain entities at other levels. However, what happens at a specific level does not depend necessarily on the sum of the contributions of its individual entities located at underlying levels. Large-scale patterns emerge from microdynamics but are not reducible to them (Urry, 2003).
To summarize, complexity economics differed from classical and neoclassical economics in three main aspects: It depicted economic agents as unable to act rationally, advanced a conception of markets as unstable due to positive feedbacks, and perceived economic institutions as composed of intersecting layers. In the next section, I discuss how some key concepts of complexity, such as positive feedback, network effects, and emergence, were picked up and used in managerial literature as instruments for orienting business strategies after the advent of commercial Internet.


2.3 Management in the New Economy
The economic vision heralded by the SFI found widespread application within the managerial discourse of the 1990s. One way to look at the relation between complexity and the New Economy is to think of it as co-optation, an example of capitalism’s ability to justify its existence by incorporating “cultural products that are contemporaneous with it and which, for the most part, have been generated to quite different ends than justifying capitalism” (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2007, p. 20). Alternatively, this relation can be understood as one of mutual support and reinforcement: New Economy pundits found in complexity science a rationale for justifying new corporate structures and managerial practices. Conversely, the Internet provided material instantiation for complexity’s networked ontology. Concepts central to complexity science, such as positive feedback, network effect, and edge of chaos, became intelligible to a larger population when used to talk, for example, about the dynamics among networked firms in a market, compared to when they were applied to describe the reaction to local magnetic moments of ions in a spin glass (Arthur, 1996, 2015). In the process, series of regularities were established among discourses and between discourses and the material substrate they enunciated into existence.
In the attempt to map the interplay of regularities between complexity and the dot-com managerial discourse, in this section, I provide an analysis of some key texts from the managerial literature of the 1990s (see the Appendix for the list of analyzed texts). As Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello (2007) also argue, this kind of literature should not be overlooked on the basis of its technical and prescriptive orientation. Managerial texts can be a valuable archive “in which the spirit of capitalism is inscribed” (p. 57).
I focus the analysis on three differences that, according to managerial literature from the 1990s, set information era management apart from the industrial past: the passage from decreasing to increasing returns; the affirmation of flexible organizational networks instead of static and hierarchical organigrams; and the necessity for companies and employees to adopt fast-reacting and open-ended planning methods, instead of relying on long-term strategic models. These differences rely on concepts and metaphors from complexity for describing how companies in knowledge-intense industries function. By doing so, complexity-inspired managerial discourse reiterate and reaffirm the regularities of the start-up episteme to order and make sense of the economic and technological conditions of production in knowledge-based industries.
2.3.1 Increasing Returns
The vision of the economy as a tipping and unstable system found widespread application in the description of knowledge-intense industries: “Marshall’s equilibrium model was a reasonable approximation to the agricultural and manufacturing economy of his time” (Beinhocker, 1997, p. 31), argued public policy scholar Eric Beinhocker. “It is still useful in many situations. But it runs into trouble in today’s dynamic high-tech and service-dominated economy” (p. 31).
The reason behind the thus-described paradigmatic shift from neoclassical-inspired management to complexity management was the unique nature of knowledge-based commodities. According to the Berkeley professor and soon-to-be chief economist at Google Hal Varian and his Berkeley colleague Carl Shapiro, the replicability of knowledge commodities was among their most consequential features. From new drugs to new operative systems, the cost of creating one additional unit of an existing knowledge-based commodity, also known as its marginal cost, would be very low, sometimes even null (Shapiro & Varian, 1999, p. 24). Because of commodities’ low marginal costs, it would be relatively easy for companies competing in knowledge-based markets to achieve economies of scale. However, low marginal costs came with a price, which was reflected in the high upfront investments needed to create a new knowledge-based commodity in the first place (Coyle, 1997).
If the possibility of replicating commodities at zero marginal costs was unprecedented, its consequences on the economy were not too dissimilar from the ones evident in the case of traditional industrial commodities. According to Varian and Shapiro, even in the absence of marginal costs, supply-side economies of scale would still be limited by internal and external factors, and turn, at some point, into diseconomies of scale. Organizational overheads and financial costs, for example, would limit growth and pull the supply level back toward homeostasis, toward equilibrium. According to two economists, what ruled the New Economy and set it apart from the second-wave economy was the combination of supply-side economies of scale and network externalities, or so-called demand-side economies of scale.
The concept of demand-side economies of scale was first studied by MIT economist Jeffrey Rohlfs (1974) in relation to optimal pricing strategies in the telecommunication industry. The idea was later developed in the mid-1980s by Michael Katz and Carl Shapiro (1985), who studied the increase in utility that users of a good would derive from an increment in the number of users of the same good. The law stated that the relation between utility and number of users would be exponential rather than linear. This meant that even a small arithmetic increment in the number of people consuming a commodity, for example, in the number of people purchasing a fax machine, would have a more than proportional positive effect on the perceived utility for all users already owning a fax device.
In the 1990s, Shapiro and Varian (1999) characterized the relation between users and the value created through their interconnection as a “network externality” (p. 183), because the additional value created by each new user in a network would not be the direct outcome of supply-side economic activity. Rather, it would be a side effect or, in economic terms, an externality of an action performed by agents pertaining to the demand-side of the market. The two economists described this phenomenon as a demand-driven economy of scale because, just like traditional—that is, supply-side—economies of scale, it derives from and depends on the number of commodities consumed. However, unlike supply-side economies of scale, demand-side economies of scale can only grow as consumption increases: The more people use a specific software, adhere to a standard, or connect to a network, the higher the utility perceived by all other users will be, both actual and potential. The utility generated by a large user base is then available to be transformed into surplus value if appropriated by those who own the network, develop the software, and manage the standard.
Demand-side economies of scale are quintessential positive-feedback mechanisms: Even slightly more connected networks, popular software, or accepted standards will become even more so. Conversely, the relatively less connected networks, popular software, or accepted standards will disappear. The combination of supply-side and demand-side economies of scale was what set apart the New Economy from the industrial age:Both demand-side economies of scale and supply-side economies of scale have been around for a long time. But the combination of the two that has arisen in many information technology industries is new. The result is a “double whammy” in which growth on the demand side both reduces cost on the supply side and makes the product more attractive to other users—accelerating the growth in demand even more. The result is especially strong positive feedback, causing entire industries to be created or destroyed far more rapidly than during the industrial age. (Shapiro & Varian, 1999, p. 182)


In the 1990s, network externalities became popular as Metcalfe’s law, named by George Gilder (1996) after Ethernet’s inventor and 3Com’s founder Robert Metcalfe. Regardless of the actual accuracy of Metcalfe’s law—whose predictive accuracy has been questioned by, among others, Varian and Shapiro (1999, p. 184)—the underlying idea about networks’ “tendency to explode in value” (Kelly, 1998, p. 24), thanks to the “magic of interconnections” (Gilder, 1996, p. 48), became fundamental in the articulation of the start-up episteme and impacted the organization and the planning of economic activities.

2.3.2 The Networked Organization
An economic system in which success was predicated on the possibility of exploiting supply- and demand-side economies of scale required a new corporate structure. In the words of Toffler (1980), a knowledge-oriented organization should have differed radically from the “hierarchical, permanent, top-down, mechanistic organization, well designed for making repetitive products or repetitive decisions in a comparatively stable industrial environment” (p. 263). Similarly, Kelly (1998) argued that, in the industrial era, hierarchies were the “most intelligent way to construct a complex organization in the absence of plentiful information” (p. 119). A hierarchy, coupled with a set of rules disciplining the work of employees across ranks, would have guaranteed co-ordination even in the absence of real-time communication between the various parties involved in the production process. Moreover, bureaucratic ranks were functional in the separation of work’s planning and execution, between managers and shop-floor workers—a separation, between knowledge and praxis, that has been enforced through the involvement of technical devices across the history of industrialization. From the introduction of movable type at the dawn of the typographic industry to the diffusion of computer numerical controlled (CNC) machines in the 1980s, the split between the manual and the “humane” (Gramsci, 1934, p. 2169) dimensions of labor meant that it became possible to achieve higher efficiency and secure the operational autonomy of the cadres at the expense of the workforce on the shop floor (Shaiken, 1985).
With the diffusion of digital means of communication, hierarchies became, all of a sudden, obsolete. Writing at the onset of the commercial Internet era, organization theorist Michael Hammer and James Champy (1994) argued that “the cost[s] of hierarchical decision making … are now too high to bear. Referring everything up the ladder means decisions get made too slowly for a fast-paced market” (p. 100). According to the proponents of process reengineering, a branch of management involved in the radical transformation of corporate workflows (Davenport, 1993), bureaucracies in highly connected and unstable environments not only would be inefficient but would also hinder the effective circulation of knowledge through corporate branches. Instead of splitting the intellectual from the manual content of labor along corporate lines and enforcing their co-ordination through top-down discipline, everyone in knowledge-based organizations should be responsible for the planning, the execution, and the self-discipline of their own labor. As the story goes, in the information era, digitally equipped workers should be able to reclaim their autonomy within and across corporate ranks, all while maintaining industrial-era levels of efficiency (Chandler & Cortada, 2000).
The transition from hierarchies to networks—or, in some cases, heterarchies, a combination of network and minimal hierarchy (see Girard & Stark, 2003)—resonated with and found justification in the complexity-inspired vision of the economy discussed in the previous section. In a 1996 Harvard Business Review article, Arthur (1996) argued that “hierarchies flatten not because democracy is suddenly bestowed on the workforce” (p. 104), but rather because, in the third-wave economy, success was predicated upon the possibility of “commandos” of mission-oriented workers producing the “next-thing-for-the-company” (p. 104). Because systems of positive feedback ruled the digital and networked economy, it was no longer necessary, or enough, for a company to base its competitive advantage on efficiency, Arthur argued. The digital economy represented a casino in the way it rewarded, disproportionately, “the players who are first to make sense of the new games looming out of the technological fog” (Arthur, 1996, p. 104). Arthur surely was not referring to the financial aspects of the dot-com (also described as a casino economy elsewhere, e.g., Indergaard, 2004, p. 16), but rather to the possibility of establishing monopolistic control over markets through the development of commodities able to exploit demand-side economies of scale and thus generate increasing returns. To use Kelly’s (1998) word, the New Economy required a perspective shift from “How do I do this job right?” to “What is the right job to do?” (p. 148). Exploration more than efficiency should have become the driving corporate principle. From this perspective, the role of managers was to create “the necessarily unstable conditions required for that effective learning and political interaction from which new strategic directions may or may not emerge” (Stacey, 1993, p. 11).
Corporate structures should have been redesigned in a way to maximize exploration and learning rather than efficiency. Hence, employees should have been free to engage in forms of unlimited collaboration and experimentation: “Self-organizing processes can produce controlled behavior even though no one is in control–sometimes the best thing a manager can do is to let go and allow things to happen” (Stacey, 1993, p. 16). Drucker (1993) described the problem as one of balance between “planning and centralization” and “decentralization and diversity” (p. 173). The best that companies could have done was to create the conditions for people to connect and provide support in the form of a “methodology for organizing the stages in which a given problem can be tackled” (p. 175). In parallel, managers should have learned to cope with the uncertainty inherent in this process of loosely organized exploration and transition to a chaotic style of management, as Italian sociologist and activist Tiziana Terranova (2004) described the new managerial style, as opposed to the efficiency-bound principles of Newtonian management.

2.3.3 New Strategic Logic
The concept of strategy in business literature is surprisingly recent. Strategy courses appeared in business schools’ curricula in the 1960s (Lusoli, 2020), at a time when models such as the Strengths-Weaknesses-Opportunities-Threats (SWOT) analysis were becoming popular, and consulting companies such as the Boston Consulting Group and McKinsey & Company started applying quantitative research methods to business administration (Ghemawat, 2002).
Business historian Alfred Chandler (1962) was among the first to study the diffusion of strategic thinking in business administration and linked its appearance to the establishment, in the early twentieth-century United States, of the multidivisional, vertically integrated firm. He also advanced a definition of strategy as the “determination of the basic long-term goals and objectives of an enterprise, and the adoption of courses of action and the allocation of resources necessary for carrying out these goals” (Chandler, 1962, p. 13). A few years later, Harvard Business School professor Michael Porter advanced a conception of strategy as a tool for the establishment of competitive advantage rather than just an administrative technique ensuring smooth communication and co-ordination across multidivisional companies. Porter (1980) then identified three fundamental approaches to market competition, namely, costs leadership, differentiation, and focus, which firms can implement to gain market shares and move to a position of sustainable competitive advantage. Also known as “Porter’s generic strategies,” they describe how companies can generate above-average returns in the long term through lower costs or through the use of “proprietary technologies, strong brands, and privileged relationships with key partner” (Beinhocker, 2006, p. 325).
Management, the class of workers designated to administer corporate resources, would be responsible for the formulation and execution of strategies (Chandler, 1962, p. 13). Management’s duties include setting long-term objectives and monitoring a business’s key indicators, as well as maintaining them within the margins of predictability. Influenced by early cybernetic research, managers of second-wave corporations were framed as controllers and enforcers of negative feedback loops which were responsible for restoring “the homeostatic functioning of whatever system was under examination” (Urry, 2003, p. 27). The homeostatic condition in business administration corresponded with the strategic objective set through long-term, teleological planning methods (Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002). In other words, the role of management was to ensure that positive and negative oscillations were detected and dampened through the deployment of an appropriate system of negative feedback capable of bringing performance indicators back on their forecasted paths (Stacey, 1993, p. 11).
The methods employed to formulate and evaluate strategies changed as industrial capitalism entered a more turbulent and competitive phase in the 1980s. New methods, such as Boston Consulting Group’s time-based competition and game-theory-inspired models, attempted to answer “the dynamic question of how businesses might create and sustain competitive advantage in the presence of competitors who could not all be counted on to remain inert all the time” (Ghemawat, 2002, p. 64). Yet, in spite of the shorter time horizons of new strategic approaches and a dynamic conceptualization of the competitive environment, according to critics, these approaches still hinged on “two fundamental assumptions: first, that one can make confident predictions about what strategies will be successful in the future, and second, that one can make strategic commitments that will result in sustainable competitive advantage” (Beinhocker, 2006, p. 325). These were two assumptions that would not stand the test of the network economy.
In networked and knowledge-intense economies, a position of competitive advantage could not have been achieved through the deployment of competitive strategies developed on models of markets based on negative feedback. Reducing the temporal horizon of strategies or speeding up the flow of information circulating through the managerial control loops would not have improved the probability of succeeding either, critics argued (Wheatley, 2006). The New Economy required an entirely different strategic mindset, one capable of taking advantage of the turbulent and exponential forces created by positive feedback and of appropriating the value generated by network externalities. Again, critics pointed to the necessity of embracing and fostering instability rather than trying to control it in an attempt to achieve a preestablished objective, sincenegative feedback controls a system according to prior intention [while] positive feedback produces explosively unstable equilibrium where changes are amplified, eventually putting intolerable pressure on the system until it runs out of control. Given a choice between these two possibilities, it is clear where success lies. (Stacey, 1993, p. 13)


The most prominent instantiation of the open-ended, chaotic, and exponential orientation of New Economy strategic thinking can be found in the concept of first-mover advantage. This concept has been defined as the possibility of pioneering firms to earn positive economic profit thanks to technological leadership, preemption of scarce assets, or locking in customers (Lieberman & Montgomery, 1988). Based on the assumption that networked markets are dominated by positive feedback, managerial texts on the New Economy emphasized the importance for firms to be among the first to enter a new market. Since positive-feedback dynamics could transform even the slightest, most transient advantage over competitors in a virtuous cycle of growth, managerial literature stressed the relevance of converting “a timing advantage into a more lasting edge by building an installed base of users” (Shapiro & Varian, 1999, p. 146). The idea was to leverage the initial user base to create an increasingly larger one over time. An example of one of many ways to convert time advantage into a lasting edge was the establishment of technological standards. These standards were meant to facilitate interactions between adhering parties while at the same time fencing off potential competitors. Standards, along with other lock-in mechanisms (e.g., legal agreements, training programs, compatibility, etc.) increased users’ “switching costs,” that is, the price users had to pay to switch to a substitute or alternative commodity. In networked economies, the “magic of interconnection” (Gilder, 1996, p. 48) involved the possibility of turning the same user base into a “lock-in” factor:Given the network externalities feature of the internet, switching costs can be network size where network externalities are important. For example, the larger a community or number of clients, the more valuable it is to members and the more difficult it is for a member to switch to a lesser community. (Afuah & Tucci, 2003, p. 81)


Managerial literature relied on well-known cases to explain the lock-in power of network externalities: eBay (Amit & Zott, 2001), the VHS standard (Coyle, 1997), Microsoft Windows (Arthur, 1996), and Amazon (Lewis, 1998). At the same time, the first-mover competitive advantage was not described as irreversible (Evans & Wurster, 1997, p. 80). As Arthur (1989) has been arguing since his first work on increasing returns, historical events can always reconfigure the market, in the same way that “late movers” can just as well take advantage of network externalities and reap the benefits of stronger, fastest-growing, increasing returns.
Subordinated to the “get big fast” (Feng et al., 2001) imperative of the New Economy’s strategic logic was the second most important predicament of the dot-com era: Prioritize market share over cost recovery. Assuming the existence of network externalities, the advantages of fast and sustained growth in new markets were twofold: They would have kept potential new entrants at bay and would have formed the basis of further, faster growth:The more customers a company has, the more it gets. Microsoft gets bigger because it is bigger. Yahoo’s stock price climbs higher because it’s already high. More people sign on to America Online because AOL has more subscribers. This is the mantra of increasing returns—the theory that rules Silicon Valley. (Lewis, 1998, p. 93)


Managerial literature thus emphasized the need for companies to scale, especially at the early stage, and to seek scalability even at the expense of profitability (Afuah & Tucci, 2003, p. 59). In a market dominated by network externalities, the consequence of not prioritizing scale was failure. Because of the effects of positive feedback, slow-growing companies were at risk of entering vicious cycles (also an expression of positive feedback: the weak get weaker) driving, for example, the adoption of their technologies or services into a downward spiral. Consequently, operating at a loss became common for dot-com companies and made them famous for their insatiable appetite for capital—readily and abundantly provided by venture capital funds—and for and their ability to burn it on their way to profitability or, more often, to their Initial Public Offering. Amazon is a paradigmatic example of a giant hyperactive company whose “business model implied continuing dependence on the capital market” (Feng et al., 2001, p. 482). Fearing that Gates’s (1995) dreams of “friction free capitalism” (p. 111) might become reality, Jeff Bezos justified Amazon’s decision to operate at a loss during its first seven years as the only way to acquire a significant market share and discourage potential competitors from entering the market: “Bezos’s strategy was to raise a lot of money from investors and use it to build market share. Once market dominance had been achieved, hefty profits would follow automatically” (Cassidy, 2009, p. 147).
A managerial approach, and a supporting financial system, based on increasing returns can lead only to a few spectacular wins—and countless failures. The presence of positive feedback implies that the dot-com era, “which started with many small new companies, will finally be dominated by a few large old companies” (Feng et al., 2001, p. 492). Kelly saw the monopolistic tendency as a feature, rather than a bug, of networked markets. Referring to the winners in winner-takes-all markets of the dot-com era, Kelly (1998) argued,They are not like any monopolies of the industrial age. When antitrust hearings are conducted today, the witnesses are not customers angered by high pricing, haughty service, or lack of options—the traditional sins of a monopolist. Customers have nothing to complain about because they get lower prices, better service, and more features from network superwinners—at least in the short term. … But in the long term, the customer will have reason to complain if competitors pull back or disappear. (p. 27)


The last sentence is particularly meaningful, as it emphasizes the open-ended, undetermined vision of the New Economy: Positive feedback, going back to Arthur’s (1989) definitions, can only lead to multiequilibria systems, meaning that even the most concentrated markets can be overthrown by new entrants capable of harnessing the power of network externalities.


2.4 Management in the Post-dot-com
The economic reality that followed the market crash of March 2001 looked radically different from the irrationally exuberant times of the 1990s’ New Economy. In the stock market, a return to a unitary logic in evaluating Old and New Economy stocks—one based on profitability measures rather than on proxy predictors such as estimated market size or user value—cooled off investments in Internet-based businesses.
Management scholars’ response to the dot-com crash was not a simple return to business as usual. Instead, management discourses both signaled a return to pre-Internet strategic concepts and co-opted ideas from fields such as design and software engineering. Below, I argue that the start-up episteme came to full realization, becoming a way of knowing the socioeconomic reality and of existing within it.
2.4.1 Back to Basics
Blank (2010a, 2010b, 2011, 2013) criticized popular dot-com managerial theories in a series of articles he published after the dot-com crash. Interestingly, Blank himself admitted to also using these theories. Blank criticized the 1990s concept of start-up, which viewed new ventures as simply small-scale corporations. This conception of start-up wrongly assumed, following Blank, that both new and established companies could be managed using the same set of principles. As a result, linear approaches to business development rationalized—and attempted to extract value out of—start-ups’ Promethean phase, what Kelly (1998) called the “protocommercial stage” (p. 60), that is, the moment of limitless experimentation made possible by new communal and networked methods of production.
If the dot-com era ultimately failed to deliver the dreams and the economic returns that early soothsayers promised, it was also due to a managerial approach that, despite paying homage to ideas of complexity and chaos, was still largely rooted in a “build it and they will come” kind of approach: According to Blank (2013), the post-dot-com needed a new vocabulary for describing the job of start-up companies, a vocabulary that discriminated between corporations and start-ups: the former defined as organizations executing known business models, the latter conceived as experiments searching for viable business models (p. 67).
Blank’s critique was not just about definitions, instead it went straight to the dot-com’s original sin, the get-big-fast imperative. The faith in the power of speed as a factor of economic success was based on wrongful assumptions about the advantages derived from being a first mover. This was an assumption, according to Blank (2007), unproven in theory and ineffective in practice, as dot-com’s ultimate failure demonstrated:[First-mover advantage] was the theoretical underpinning to the out-of-control spending of start-ups during the dot-com bubble. Over time it gained mythical status until the idea that market-share leaders have been the first (not just early) entrants into their categories became unchallenged conventional wisdom in Silicon Valley. (p. 136)


The consequences of dot-com’s misplaced emphasis on speed were exacerbated by the adoption of rather simplified and unproblematic models of product development. A case in point was the use of the technology life cycle adoption curve. Originally developed by Everett Rogers (1983) and refined by Geoffrey Moore (1991), this model advanced the idea of innovations as a process of diffusion. The almost iconic bell-shaped curve postulated that innovative firms should focus their sales and marketing efforts on convincing the left tail of the curve, the technology enthusiasts and visionaries, to adopt a new product or service. In case of success, early adopters would become the main ambassadors of the new technology, allowing it to spread across other market segments, that is, the pragmatists, the conservatives, and, ultimately, the skeptics. In the case of networked technologies, the compounding effect of demand-side economies of scale would accelerate the diffusion of an innovation, offering a reason why being a first mover and developing an installed base of users early on would be crucial to success. Dot-com’s obsession with speed had generated, according to Blank (2013), a problem of premature scaling, reflected in the establishment of oversized productive structures, the launch of extravagant and costly marketing campaigns, and the hiring of large staff early on, which ended up limiting start-ups’ ability to experiment with alternative value-creation mechanisms.
Coresponsible for the rushed approach to business development, for the adoption of teleological planning models in the face of the complexity of the economy, for the hundreds of media-boosted Initial Public Offerings, would be venture capitals, notwithstanding the evident inability of early dot-coms to generate sustainable revenues and consistent profitability. Blank (2011) argued that venture capital played a significant role in taking unprofitable companies public after hyping them up with the feverish dreams of first-mover-advantage and getting big fast.
Blank’s opinion was also shared by Y-Combinator founder Paul Graham (2013), who argued that by prioritizing scalability over everything else, including cost recovery, start-ups limited their range of action by focusing only on those problems that could be resolved through scalable solutions. He concluded that “it might be a good idea to stop thinking of start-up ideas as scalars.” Graham’s and Blank’s conclusions were also an invitation to reboot the Internet economy and to rebuild it on a different foundation. It was time to go “back to basics” (Blank, 2011) and approach start-ups for what they are or, rather, should be: cost-effective experiments aimed at maximizing learning opportunities rather than generating revenues or securing a user base ahead of competitors. Following this new definition, start-ups should have invested all the resources at their disposal to analyze the problem they were trying to solve, understand the potential users, and explore possible solutions. Blank (2007) called this new learning-driven approach “customer development,” and he kept it separate from, yet in a close relation with, product development—the latter defined as all the canonical activities pertaining to the production, sale, and marketing of products (p. 15). Combined customer and product development would have allowed a start-up to move from the left tail of Rogers’s diffusion curve to the right tail—in other words, to control their respective markets, from technology enthusiasts to skeptics. Blank’s contribution was fundamental to the formation of the post-dot-com approach to start-up entrepreneurship and, more generally, to business management.
Not everyone in the post-dot-com era shared Blank’s feelings about the New Economy era. PayPal cofounder and right-wing superdonor Peter Thiel was among the fiercest defenders of the dot-com business-development methods. According to Thiel (Thiel & Masters, 2014), the “back to basics” attitude represented an overreaction to the market collapse of the 2000s, which many interpreted as a “divine judgement against the technological optimism of the ’90s” (p. 19). Methods such as Blank’s customer development would be unable, according to Thiel, to generate breakthrough innovations, like the ones that changed the Internet in the 1990s. What was needed was a bold and risk-tolerant approach to innovation instead of a timid development model based on small incremental steps, as predicated by Blank. Thiel’s vision also rejected approaches to entrepreneurship based on calculated rounds of trial and errors in which the role of the entrepreneur was reduced to that of an agnostic, uncreative executor. Instead, entrepreneurs and managers, Thiel argued, should have reclaimed their role as creators and engage in long-term, vision-driven planning.
Thiel’s heroic and technomasculine (Johnson, 2018) vision of the entrepreneur, embodied by people such as Elon Musk and Thiel himself, was not unprecedented. In the post-dot-com era, several other methodologies of business development attempted to reassert the value of radical innovation (e.g., Blue ocean strategy; Chan Kim & Mauborgne, 2005) over more conservative approaches of the pre-dot-com (e.g., Porter’s generic strategies, Five Forces model, and the value chain; Porter, 1980). These methodologies were, however, only marginal compared to the popularity of sequential, iterative, and low-capital approaches to business development.

2.4.2 The Lean Startup
In a 2013 article published in the Harvard Business Review, Blank announced that a new design methodology was about to “change everything” in start-up land, a methodology based on “experimentation over elaborate planning, customer feedback over intuition, and iterative design over traditional ‘big design up front’ development” (p. 66). The methodology in question was the Lean Startup. Originally developed in 2004 by Eric Ries, a start-up entrepreneur, software engineer, and a Blank mentee, the Lean Startup materialized out of Ries’s personal experience as a chief technical officer of a software start-up. From the blog where he documented his entrepreneurial journey to the homonymous book in 2011, Ries’s Lean Startup methodology has since become a staple in entrepreneurial circles, as well as a trademark, an annual conference, and a movement composed of hundreds of meetup groups around the world.5 As a method for developing new products and services, the Lean Startup has been adopted by start-up companies, established corporations, and even government agencies (Schulte, 2018).
Along with Ries’s book, several other publications and project-management techniques emerged that embraced the lean approach to business development following the dot-com crash. Some of these include Blank’s already mentioned works on customer development (Blank, 2007; Cooper & Vlaskovits, 2010), and Alexander Osterwalder’s BMC (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010; Osterwalder et al., 2014). BMC is a strategic management tool used for developing new business models. In Sect. 2.4.3, I will delve into the BMC, using it as a concrete example of the start-up episteme in action.
Ries’s proposition is relevant because of the way it attempted to remediate some of the excesses and shortcomings of dot-com-era management. At the same time, Ries’s ideas generalized and normalized a series of practices confined until then to early-stage software start-ups. “Entrepreneurs are everywhere,” Ries argued (2011), and every “human institution” (p. 8) working on the development of new products or services under conditions of extreme uncertainty should be considered a start-up. From people working on side hustles, to corporations launching new products, everyone and everything can be a start-up. Opposing the heroic vision of the start-up entrepreneur, based on the myth of the “‘great men’ [emphasis added] who can make magic happen” (Ries, 2011, p. 11), Ries viewed start-up entrepreneurship as a form of management, as the rigorous and scientifically driven learning process aimed at establishing sustainable business models; this notion could not be further from the kind of blind experimentation supported by venture capital money romanticized in business tales of the dot-com period.
Building on Blank’s definition of start-up, the Lean Startup model is based on the idea of continuous learning. According to Ries, the job of a start-up is to learn through experimentation—more specifically, to experiment with different combinations of products, customers, and problems in order to find a product that solves a problem perceived as such by a group of customers willing to purchase the product for its resolution. Whenever these elements align perfectly, a start-up is said to achieve validation or, in the words of Netscape founder and venture capital investor Marc Andreessen, to have found “product/market fit” (2007, para. 58). At this stage, the start-up’s product creates value for the customers while securing profits for its stakeholders.
In all its originality, the Lean Startup method builds on concepts and methods from lean manufacturing, Agile software development, and design thinking. The lean element is, as the name itself suggests, the most influential. Ries (2011) describes lean manufacturing asradically altering the way supply chains and production systems are run. Among its tenets are drawing on the knowledge and creativity of individual workers, the shrinking of batch sizes, just-in-time production and inventory control, and an acceleration of cycle times. It taught the world the difference between value-creating activities and waste and showed how to build quality into products from the inside out. (p. 18)


The tenets Ries is referring to in his description of lean manufacturing are some of the key elements of the Toyota Production System (TPS; Ohno, 1988). This model was developed in the 1980s by Taiichi Ohno, an industrial engineer at Toyota Motor Company, as a response to the shortcomings of the U.S. automotive mass-manufacturing paradigm. Pioneered by Henry Ford at the beginning of the 20th century and hitting its high-water mark in 1955 (Womack et al., 1990, p. 44), the mass-manufacturing model was capable of transforming the automobile from a luxury good produced by a myriad of small craft companies for a small public of ultra-wealthy to an everyday object within the reach of the American middle class. This production model was based on a build-it-and-they-will-come approach: Car manufacturers produced only a handful of models and leveraged production-side economies of scale to lower production costs and drive demand. Achieving economies of scale required automotive companies to integrate vertically in order to exert near-monopoly control over raw materials and distribution channels. This production logic, and the rigidity that came from the industrial configuration it required, failed to meet the evolving needs of customers who were looking for cars that could be tailored to their specific preferences. Compared to mass production, the TPS represented a Copernican revolution. This production model, which North American industrial literature renamed as “lean management” (Womack et al., 1990), was based on a two-way flux of commodities and information. Instead of maximizing production to reduce costs, the TPS was driven by an informational feedback mechanism that ran counter to the manufacturer-to-market commodity flow. By surveying customers and meticulously collecting information from line workers, the TPS was “a highly adaptive, data-reliant production process” (Steinberg, 2022). Coupled with a networked rather than vertically integrated industrial configuration, the TPS was capable of delivering what customers wanted and constantly improving the quality of the final products. Akin to the transition from the New Economy to the post-dot-com era, TPS was successful in the way it allowed Toyota—as well as all the other companies that embraced this production philosophy in the 1990s—to understand what to build rather than how to build something.
Applied to start-up entrepreneurship, lean has become the guiding principle for understanding “the right thing to build” (Ries, 2011, p. 20). Through the application of lean principles, Ries shifted the perspective from start-up as an organization producing commodities to start-up as an organization searching for a product or service to manufacture. The shift in perspective is meaningful because it goes against the vision-driven strategies responsible for the ultimate failure of the dot-com era. Even though Ries himself argued that the Lean Startup does not diminish the relevance of traditional entrepreneurial virtues, such as “the primacy of vision, the willingness to take bold risks, and the courage required in the face of overwhelming odds” (p. 278), this new perspective contextually affirmed the need to systematize the processes behind the design of innovative products and services. This systematization takes the form of iterative cycles of experiments through which the original vision is tested against users’ expectations, refined, and improved.
Also known as the build-measure-learn loop, these cycles begin with the development of a prototype, a minimum viable product (MVP) in Lean Startup jargon. The MVP is a bare-bones yet functional version of the product/service, and it is meant to be distributed to potential users in order to generate data to feed back into the build-measure-learn loop. The first MVP usually reflects the original vision of the entrepreneur or the manager in charge of the project. After each round of user testing, the managerial team is responsible for evaluating whether to drop or change some of the original features, or to add new ones on the basis of users’ feedback. The interplay between the original vision and users’ input is also known as validated learning and reflects the middle ground between entrepreneurial push and market pull. In order for the development team to evaluate the project’s progress toward validation, the Lean Startup suggests adopting an innovation accounting system, that is, a system of variables capable of measuring and tracking the performance of the MVP. Based on the data collected through the innovation accounting system, at every iteration of the build-measure-learn loop, the development team must decide whether to persevere or to pivot, with the former meaning continuing along the original strategy and the latter indicating a major change to a new strategic hypothesis (Ries, 2011, p. 76).
The connection between Lean Startup and lean manufacturing can also be found in the need for a start-up to reduce experimental costs and eliminate all expenses that do not contribute to advancing the project’s validation. In the TPS, “the absolute elimination of waste” (Ohno, 1988, p. 15) was achieved by empowering factory workers to signal problems along the assembly line and to halt production whenever they spotted an issue deserving attention—an authority granted to workers that was unthinkable in the fast-paced mass-production model of Ford. In start-up entrepreneurship, Ries (2011) uses the concept of the runway (p. 160)—defined as the number of pivots a start-up can make before running out of resources—to explain why having efficient deployment, testing, and measuring procedures is key for every start-up. To extend the runway, a start-up can either seek additional funds or reduce the costs of running experiments. While the former option would definitely work, the latter should be preferred because, through the application of lean principles, a start-up could not only lower the costs but also shorten the time needed to go through the build-measure-learn loop, thus maximizing the amount of validated learning achievable in a given time frame.
The Lean Startup method was also deeply influenced by the Agile framework for software development (Beck et al., 2001). In the introduction to his book, Ries (2011) acknowledged the impact that the Agile software-development methodology—on which he relied in his role as chief technical officer at a software company—had on his vision of entrepreneurship. Broadly defined, Agile is a set of principles established in the early 2000s from the confluence of different software-development styles sharing the same aversion to process-oriented, documentation-heavy, and bureaucratic approaches to software development epitomized by the waterfall method. The 12 principles presented in the Agile Manifesto proposed a vision for software development based on self-organizing teams of developers; on constant interactions between the development team and the customers; on the frequent release of new features as a way to test and improve the product; and on the need to embrace changing requirements as a way to better serve the needs of the users (Beck et al., 2001). Agile principles found widespread application beyond the confines of software development (Hohl et al., 2018). In the Lean Startup model, the imprint of Agile thinking can be found in the idea of breaking down linear processes of product development into shorter cost-effective cycles:In contrast to traditional product development, in which each stage occurs in linear order and lasts for months, agile development builds products in short, repeated cycles. A start-up produces a “minimum viable product”—containing only critical features—gathers feedback on it from customers, and then starts over with a revised minimum viable product. (Blank, 2013, p. 72)


Akin to the information loop going from customers to the manufacturer in the TPS, the Agile methodology requires developers to maintain constant communication with users as a way to spot problems and orient the development process. The Lean Startup method borrowed principles from Agile and requires managers to gather information from users through the development of MVPs, as well as practices from Agile-inspired software-development methodologies, such as Scrum or Extreme Programming (XP). For example, Ries (2011) suggested using user stories (p. 132) to inform the development of new features while maintaining a user-centric perspective. Similarly, the deployment of new versions of the MVP could be organized into sprint periods (p. 132), during which some features are implemented while others are moved into the product’s backlog (the list of features to be implemented at some point in the future).
Bridging the connection between Agile and the Lean Startup is their common reference to design thinking. Design thinking is a design methodology often defined as an “ongoing cycle of generating ideas (abduction), predicting consequences (deduction), testing, and generalizing (induction)” (Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2013, p. 128). This body of knowledge and practices was originally popularized through the work of design firms such as IDEO, which framed design thinking as a way to inquire about problems by creating interaction opportunities with the material world (Antle, 2017). Tim Brown (2009), the former CEO of IDEO and evangelist of design thinking stated,By integrating what is desirable from a human point of view with what is technologically feasible and economically viable, designers have been able to create the products we enjoy today. Design thinking takes the next step, which is to put these tools into the hands of people who may have never thought of themselves as designers and apply it to a vastly greater set of problems. (Brown, 2009, p. 4)


By democratizing design methods as resources available to anyone, design-thinking-inspired techniques are positioned against technology- and organization-driven design methods. Design-thinking methods invite designers (of all kinds) to empathize with their users, prototype their ideas with discipline, and embrace failure as an opportunity to learn more about the problem at stake (Kolko, 2015). The influence of design-thinking practices is not limited to product design. Design thinking transcends specific applications and can be employed to tackle problems of all sorts: from social issues (Irani, 2019) to corporate restructuring (IDEO, 2018). In Agile software development, these principles can be found in the principle of “releasing early, releasing often” (Raymond, 2008, p. 28), which emphasizes the necessity of making sense of users’ needs and incorporating their feedback in the software-development plan.
In the Lean Startup model, design-thinking principles can be found in the imperative to favor direct collaboration with final customers through rapid prototyping over vision-driven planning. Blank (2010a) famously urged start-up entrepreneurs to conduct their experiments “out of the building.” Not only that, but the Lean Startup ethos reflects design-thinking concepts in the way it also encourages diversified, egalitarian design teams as a way to leverage “the wisdom and initiative hidden in every factory worker” (Ries, 2011, p. 273). Such an egalitarian ethos is also reminiscent of the TPS production model’s empowerment of line workers, who were given the authority to pause the assembly line whenever they felt it was essential to tackle production problems.
The TPS, lean entrepreneurship, Agile software development, and design thinking share many similarities and assonances. These connections are made explicit in the way the lean doctrine promotes an iterative, contingent, user-centered, and open-ended approach to entrepreneurship, in contrast to the vision-driven approach of the dot-com era. In the following section, I will explain how the principles of lean entrepreneurship was exemplified through the BMC, a strategic management tool designed for the lean era.

2.4.3 The Business Model Canvas
The post-dot-com managerial discourse, with its emphasis on agility, speed, and iterative thinking, was accompanied by the diffusion of new planning methods. One that was most used in combination with the Lean Startup model is the aforementioned BMC. Developed by Swiss business theorists Osterwalder and Yves Pigneur, the BMC is a synoptic instrument meant to support designers in developing new products and services (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010). Presented in a convenient graphical format, the BMC is intended to serve as a template guiding the identification and mapping of customers, product features, distribution channels, revenue streams, necessary resources, partnerships, customer relations, skills, and costs (see Fig. 2.1). The goal of the BMC is to support thought experiments, help designers and entrepreneurs sketch business ideas, and facilitate comparisons between different revenue-generating models.[image: Business Model Canvas diagram with sections for Key Partnerships, Key Activities, Value Propositions, Customer Relationships, Customer Segments, Key Resources, Channels, Cost Structure, and Revenue Streams. Each section includes an icon representing its theme. The top includes fields for "Designed for," "Designed by," "Date," and "Version." The bottom credits Strategyzer AG.]
Fig. 2.1Business Model Canvas. (Source: Strategyzer. License: Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 3.0 Unported)


In the words of its creators, the BMC is a “shared language that allows you to easily describe and manipulate business models to create new strategic alternatives” (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010, p. 15). Blank (2013) lists the BMC as one of the three managerial tools that, alongside his customer development and Ries’s Lean Startup concepts, have led to the start-up revolution in the aftermath of the dot-com bubble burst.
Prior to the advent of the BMC, the main strategic tool employed in start-up entrepreneurship was the business plan. This was a document ranging from 20 to 40 pages describing the new venture and its business goals. The business plan—sometimes also referred to as the business model—reflected the dot-com teleological understanding of start-up in the way it provided a future-oriented roadmap prescribing the future actions of the management (Schindehutte et al., 2006). Within this roadmap, start-up was framed as a transient phase aimed at achieving resolution and closure, usually within the three- to five-year time horizon of business models’ cost-recovery plans (Feng et al., 2001). The business plan as a genre in business writing became prevalent in the mid-1990s (Zott et al., 2011, p. 1022). Berkeley Business Professor Henry Chesbrough (Chesbrough & Rosenbloom, 2002) provided a clear-cut definition for it:A coherent framework that takes technological characteristics and potentials as inputs, and converts them through customers and markets into economic outputs. The business model is thus conceived as a focusing device that mediates between technology development and economic value creation. (p. 532)


More prosaically, managerial manuals presented the business model as a description of “how a firm makes money now and how it plans to do so in the long term” (Afuah & Tucci, 2003, p. 4).
The most relevant and striking difference that sets the BMC apart from the dot-com era business plan is the absence in the former of the temporal dimension. As a planning method, the BMC is designed to avoid the kind of teleological forecasting based on the development of “what if” scenarios routinely included in traditional business plans (Schindehutte et al., 2006). Instead of supporting hypothetical and intricate business strategies, the BMC is designed to facilitate the kind of users and product testing—what Blank (2010a) calls the “get out of the building” approach—that the Lean Startup method indicates as the central element of the build-measure-learn loop and as the only way for designers to test their expectations against users’ feedback.
In its immediacy, the BMC reflects the trial-and-error, iterative, and Agile approach popularized by the Lean Startup discourse. The act of designing and assembling revenue-generating systems becomes, in the BMC, as easy as populating the different blocks composing the diagram. Used in combination with the inevitable stack of Post-it Notes, the “indispensable tool that everyone reflecting on business models should keep handy” (Osterwalder & Pigneur, 2010, p. 150), the BMC made planning and pivoting business models as easy as moving one note from one box to another. The BMC graphical metaphor and some of its variations have found widespread application in lean entrepreneurship (e.g., Lean Canvas; Maurya, 2012), academia (e.g., Ellway, n.d.), and personal development (e.g., Business Model You; Clark et al., 2012).


2.5 The Start-Up Episteme
Episteme is probably among Foucault’s least popular yet highly debated concepts. Foucault introduced and defined the term in The Archaeology of Knowledge (1972) and The Order of Things (2002). Foucault the structuralist, as some “half-witted ‘commentators’” (Foucault, 2002, p. xv) labeled his work in the 1970s, described episteme as the “basis on which ideas could appear, sciences be established, experiences be reflected in philosophies, rationalities be formed” (p. xxiii). As the root word of “epistemology,” episteme indicates a historically specific way of knowing. Or, in a reinterpretation of Foucault’s words, episteme can be conceived as a figurative space within which knowledge is configured in ways that do not refer any rational value or objective form, but only in relation to its conditions of possibility.
Episteme is not a hidden system of rules prescribing processes of meaning creation, despite some having described it precisely in these terms as a “historical a priori, that underlie the thought of any given epoch” (Bevir, 2002, p. 120). Episteme is neither an imaginary relationship of individuals to their real conditions of existence nor a worldview. An episteme does not exist as such and is not a thing in itself. Rather, it is a consequence of the assonances, or regularities, spanning across concurrent discourses. Foucault (1972) defines it asthe total set of relations that unite, at a given period, the discursive practices that give rise to epistemological figures, sciences, and possibly formalized systems. … the totality of relations that can be discovered, for a given period, between the sciences when one analyses them at the level of discursive regularities. (p. 191)


Akin to the idea of macroperception, introduced by the postphenomenological philosopher of technology Don Ihde (1990), episteme represents a “way of knowing” (p. 33) of a specific period, as emerging from the interactions across discourses that people use to engage with each other, with the world, and with themselves. Media scholar Ulises Ali Mejias (2013) characterizes episteme as a knowledge structure, “a way of organizing our theories about how the world works” (p. 38), allowing us to order social realities through familiar and reassuring patterns. Such a sense of familiarity derives from assonances spanning across concurrent discourses within a given historical period. Discourses, or discursive formations—another key element in Foucault’s archaeology—are systems of linguistic performances (statements) enunciating subjects and objects into existence. The ways in which discursive formations bring subjects and objects into existence are neither objective nor predetermined, but rather historically dependent. The regularities across discourses determining the ways in which objects and subject are predicated into existence constitute the defining traits—the fingerprint, so to speak—of an episteme.
Epistemes can therefore be understood as historically relative truths that do not emerge from the imposition of a single source of power. Rather, they emerge from multiple “layers of influence coming from different regions of society and responding to different, even opposed, logics” (Feenberg, 2017, p. 28). Foucault (1972) described them as a “constantly moving set of articulations, shifts, and coincidences that are established, only to give rise to others,” instead of a “motionless figure that appeared one day with the mission of effacing all that preceded it” (p. 192). Epistemes are rational in the way that they reproduce hegemonic forms of seeing and behaving as found in domain-specific practices and knowledges.
As philosopher Andrew Feenberg (1999, 2017) points out in his theory of critical constructivism, Karl Marx (2009) had, before Foucault, argued that modes of life and, hence, the nature of society are determined by what he considered to be the independent variable active in all history of humanity: the “relations of production in their totality” (p. 17). Through the concept of episteme, Foucault extended Marx’s position even further and argued that discourses of all sorts, not just economic ones, participate in this act of world construction. Foucault (1995) discussed how the diffusion of techniques, practices, knowledges, and other “microphysics of power” (p. 26) developed within specific discourses (e.g., medical, administrative, and military ones) and led to the establishment of the modern episteme, one in which disciplinary technologies and normative social sciences constitute the “most precise, productive, and comprehensive system of control of human beings” (Dreyfus & Rabinow, 1982, p. 153). In the case of the start-up episteme, this historically specific way of knowing did not become popular because of the influence that venture capital funds had on the organization of the means of production—as in a modern reenactment of Thorstein Veblen’s The Engineers and the Price System (2001). Instead, the uncoordinated contribution of co-occurring discourses—from computer science to design, to management, to manufacturing—validated the start-up way of seeing, knowing, and being in the world as formally rational. The episteme emerging from this system of discursive regularities allows us to make sense of and navigate the flexible world of creative labor, which, following critical theorist and activist Tiziana Terranova (2004), I understand as the instrumentalization of knowledge and culture into “productive activities that are pleasurably embraced and at the same time often shamelessly exploited” (p. 78). At the same time, the start-up episteme lures us into adopting an entrepreneurial stance toward every aspect of our lived experience.
2.5.1 Start-Up as a Way of Being
The discursive regularities which characterize the start-up episteme can be found reflected within discourses of self-development and self-improvement. As a recipe for successful “lifestyle design” (Ferriss, 2007, p. 7), the start-up way of being, acting, and knowing offers freelancers, gig workers, and solopreneurs the chance to conceive their professional subjectivity as an entrepreneurial activity. As the Italian design scholar Silvio Lorusso (2019) expressed it, in the age of the start-up everyone is an entrepreneur and no one is safe. As a model for individual liberation from the oppression of industrial forms of alienation, or from the oblivion of mediocre jobs, the start-up epistemology was picked up and popularized by a flourishing literature on self-help and personal development. Books such as Chris Gillebeau’s The $100 Start-up (2012) and Timothy Ferriss’s 4-Hour Workweek (2007) described the Internet as an enabler of a “microbusiness revolution,” allowing people to build successful income streams by leveraging personal passions (Ferriss, 2007, p. 23). As corporations composed of one, the entrepreneurial subject should take advantage of distributed forms of production (e.g., online marketplaces) to test business ideas and identify a sustainable personal revenue-generating system. When lean entrepreneurship becomes the lens priming our perception of reality—and of ourselves—this is when the episteme comes to full fruition.
Whether the ambition is to launch a start-up in the dot-com sense of the term (venture backed, capital intense, and scalable) or to build a lifestyle business (the term used to describe, often in a derogatory manner, nonscalable, individual businesses or side hustle), the start-up episteme offers aspiring entrepreneurs, solopreneurs, intrapreneurs, freelancers, digital nomads, regular employees, and creative practitioners in general the chance to figure and to establish themselves outside of traditional employment relations.
This epistemic stance reiterates the same understanding of the economy, and of society at large, as a complex, networked, nonlinear, and inherently unstable system. In this context, the start-up episteme offers a way to navigate such complexity through agnostic experimentation, validated learning, tactical adaptation, and cyclical reinvention—an approach that requires no special or innate skills: Everyone can, through rigorous (self-)management, achieve (personal) validation. This entails relinquishing the teleological conception of start-up from the dot-com era—start-up as the act of setting something in motion—and embracing start-up as a permanent mode of being, start-up as the act of being in motion, without any possibility of stopping.
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Footnotes
1Albert Gore Sr., father of Albert (Al) Gore Jr., also served as Democratic senator for Tennessee. In the 1950s, he was among the main supporters of the creation of the U.S. interstate highway system (Cringely, 1996, p. 346).

 

2Although the role of Heidi Toffler as co-author was only informally acknowledged in the introduction of their third book Power Shift published in 1990.

 

3In this respect, Johnson and Burton (1994) provide a strong critique of managerial applications of complexity.

 

4Young questioned the idea of the market as a limiting factor for increasing returns, flipping Smith’s argument on its head and stating that as much as “the division of labour is limited by the extent of the market” (Smith, 1954, p. 15), also “the size of a market … depends upon the division of labour” (Young, 1928, p. 539).

 

5Ries (2011–2016) also curated The Lean Series, a collection of books published by O’Reilly (nine books at the time of writing), operationalizing the Lean Startup principles within different business contexts (e.g., AI, analytics, user experience, etc.).
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When entering Vancouver’s downtown core from the Burrard Bridge, it is possible to find one of Vancouver’s last original coat of arms still in place. Under the effigies of a logger and a fisher, the motto reads, “By sea and land we prosper.” The motto, in its original formulation, properly reflects the city’s interstitial role within global flows of commodities and capital. The urbanization of Vancouver and its affirmation as a local economic hub are attributable to the role the city played, in early colonial times, as a regional processing, distribution, and control center for the extractive industries of British Columbia (Siemiatycki et al., 2016). Due to its role as an interface between sea and land traffic—the city served as both the coastal terminus of the Canadian Pacific Railway and a commercial port—Vancouver was a strategic outpost for the region’s forestry, fishing, and mining industries (Winterbottom, 2016, p. 20). Barely one century after its incorporation in 1886, Vancouver was transitioning from an economy based on the extraction of natural resources from the unceded, never-surrendered First Nations territories to one based on knowledge and symbolic production (Schrier, 2017)—a transformation that started in the 1960s and developed, in the following 50 years, along three main axes: the wireless technology industry, the film industry, and the new media industry.
3.1 The Origin: Vancouver’s Wireless Industry
The wireless industry represents the historical core of Vancouver’s hi-tech sector and includes those companies providing engineering services and developing software components or manufacturing devices for wireless communication (Langford & Wood, 2004). Ever since its birth in the late 1960s, the wireless industry developed around a few large companies and also prospered thanks to extensive public investments in security and remote sensing (Wills, 2011). Among the companies benefiting from the influx of public money into surveillance technologies was MacDonald, Dettwiler and Associates (MDA), a local electronic company founded in 1969 by two University of British Columbia graduates, John MacDonald and Vern Dettwiler. During the 1970s, MDA successfully ventured into the realm of remote-sensing technologies. One of their most notable accomplishments during this time was the development of equipment for the first land-observing satellite, the Landsat-1. This satellite captured the first-ever image of Canada from outer space in 1972 (Gwynne & Clark, 1975). Over the next 40 years, MDA developed into one of Canada’s largest electronic and remote-sensing companies (MarketLine, 2014), triggering a process of industrial renovation that changed British Columbia’s regional economy. Even recently, the media has described MDA as Vancouver’s original “anchor technology company,” the “Fairchild of British Columbia”1 (Waye, 2019).
Profound changes in the global flows of capitals and prime materials put pressure on the extractive industries, which, despite the rise of the hi-tech compartment, still accounted for 50% of British Columbia’s GDP in 1980. At the end of the 1970s, the British Columbia mining industry was undercut by South American competitors, and U.S. import tariffs on Canadian timber undermined the stability of the logging industry (Barnes & Coe, 2011). In addition, the 1980s were also a decade of consumer boycotts, First Nation protests, and organized mass demonstrations against the exploitation of natural resources (Hayter, 1990, p. 326). The increased public awareness and mounting criticism toward the environmental sustainability of British Columbia’s extractive industries imposed a reflection on the future of the province’s economy. The Vancouver Expo 86, themed “Transportation and Communication: World in Motion—World in Touch,” was a paradigmatic event in the way it attempted to relaunch the region’s identity at a time of economic turmoil (Olds, 1998) and tried, in the words of its organizers, to provide a spectacle that “transcend[ed] the reality of a troubled decade” (Government of Canada, 1986). While the capital-intensive hi-tech sector of satellite remote sensing was experiencing the turmoil of the economic recession of the early 1980s (Statistics Canada, 2019), and the city was attempting (successfully, in hindsight) to market itself as the next economic opportunity for real estate developers (Kenny, 2016), a new era of Vancouver’s hi-tech industry was about to begin.

3.2 The Rise of the Film and Video Game Industries
In the early 1980s, Vancouver’s economy was revitalized by a large influx of capital from U.S. studios and TV networks looking for a new location for runaway productions (Gasher, 1995). A favorable exchange rate, a generous tax credit for foreign capitals, and the same time zone as Los Angeles contributed to making Vancouver the Hollywood of the North throughout the 1980s (“B.C. Is New Hollywood,” 1982; “Hollywood Moving Into B.C.,” 1981; Gasher, 1995). Within two decades, Vancouver evolved from being a satellite shooting location for U.S. shows to become a full-service production site providing, and retaining, high value-added post-production activities such as animation, visual effects, composing, and sound (Barnes & Coe, 2011). The opening in 1987 of Bridge Studios, one of the largest film studios in North America, consolidated the Vancouver motion picture industry as the third most important on the continent. Despite the constant expansion of the industry throughout the 1980s, Vancouver studios remained subsidiaries of large Hollywood productions. On average 60%–80% of the yearly revenues generated by the Vancouver motion picture industry depended on works commissioned by studios based in Los Angeles (Barnes & Coe, 2011). Despite struggling to establish a domestic independent market, the motion picture industry’s downstream vertical integration led to the proliferation of small, independent multimedia agencies, which, throughout the 1990s, came to constitute the core of Vancouver’s nascent new media industry (Britton et al., 2009, p. 216).
While the film industry struggled to gain a solid footing due to its reliance on foreign investments, it was the video game industry that emerged as a savior for Vancouver’s economic relaunch. This cluster was born in the 1980s and developed thanks to the serendipitous entrepreneurial success of two Vancouver teenagers: Don Mattrick and Jeff Sember. The two high school students founded Distinct Software Incorporated (DSI) in 1981 following the groundbreaking and overnight success of their first video game, Evolution. Akin to MDA in the remote-sensing industry, DSI soon became the anchor company for the Vancouver video game sector. Between 1981 and 1988, DSI developed dozens of titles thanks, also, to a successful partnership with the U.S.-based production company Accolade. DSI’s journey ended in 1991, when the homegrown software-house phenomenon was acquired by Electronic Arts (EA) (“Electronic Arts to Buy Distinctive,” 1991), a giant California-based video game producer and publisher. The acquisition had relevant consequences on Vancouver’s digital industry: EA opened its largest—and today also its oldest—studio in Burnaby, in the outskirts of Vancouver. Also known as the Dream Factory, the EA Studio occupied a massive portion (450,000 sq. ft.) of the newly created Broadway Tech Centre. EA’s arrival in town, and a steady devaluation of the Canadian dollar, initiated a process of expansion in the video game industry that unfolded throughout the 1990s.
EA’s US$10 million investment into Vancouver’s video game industry (Lamphier, 1996) was heralded by media and analysts as “BC’s foremost new media success” (New Media BC, 2000a). DSI’s success triggered a process of mitosis, as employees started jumping ship and founding their own independent studios. Among the most notable examples of this were Barking Dog and Black Box Games, both founded in 1998. The former made headlines thanks to a collaboration with Minh Le, the Simon Fraser University student who developed the blockbuster title Counter Strike in his Burnaby dormitory room (Dyer-Witheford & de Peuter, 2009, p. 25). Barking Dog was eventually acquired in 2002 by Take Two Interactive, a U.S.-based video game holding company, which incorporated it into Rockstar Games, the publisher of the controversial triple-A video game saga Grand Theft Auto (Wahl, 2003). Black Box Games was also acquired in 2002, by EA Canada, as its downtown Vancouver subsidiary (Barnes & Coe, 2011). The same destiny was shared by Relic, another Vancouver-based independent video game studio founded in the 1990s, which was acquired in 2004 by THQ, a U.S. video game publisher as a way to gain access to new market segments (Uhle & Wernick, 2008). In 2005, Radical—one of largest independent development studios globally, funded by former DSI employees after the EA acquisition—also capitulated to foreign capital. The company was purchased by the French media conglomerate Vivendi, which later merged with Activision (Britton et al., 2009; “Radical Changes at Hothead Games,” 2009).

3.3 Vancouver New Media Industry in the 1990s
Despite the consistent influx of foreign investments, the city was struggling to elevate its business profile in the early and mid-1990s. The U.S. takeover of British Columbia hi-tech and digital jewels—with MDA (acquired in 1995 by the U.S.-based aerospace company Orbital Science) and DSI at the top of the list—was described by the media as a plague (Lamphier, 1995). It was not simple business chauvinism; according to the critics, the systematic acquisition of tech companies signaled the inability of British Columbia’s economy to support the expansion of larger businesses.
Takeovers and foreign acquisitions were not the only forces at work in reshaping Vancouver’s economy. The late 1980s and early 1990s were also a period of deindustrialization in traditional and resource-based sectors (Barnes & Hutton, 2009, p. 1255). This was a process driven, on the one hand, by the outsourcing of industrial activities to countries with a favorable cost of labor (Rowthorn & Ramaswamy, 1997). On the other hand, it was the outcome of a calculated political plan that identified the key to the city’s economic recovery in advanced service sectors (Hutton, 2004, p. 1962). The tertiarization of Vancouver’s economy was enacted through the rezoning of industrial areas, specifically through the conversion of the southern shore of False Creek, located in the city’s downtown peninsula, from industrial to residential and recreational—a process that was accelerated by the Expo 86, a project initially opposed by the city council and that displaced manufacturing and light-industrial activities from the downtown core to make room for office buildings and recreational amenities (Hutton, 2004, p. 1961).
The economic and material void created by the progressive deindustrialization was filled by advanced services such as banking, finance, and higher education (Hutton, 2004, p. 1962). In the nascent digital sector, small and micro-multimedia agencies occupied the vacant offices and processing warehouses of Yaletown, Mount Pleasant, Downtown East Side, and False Creek Flats (Barnes & Hutton, 2009; Smith et al., 2004, p. 206). These were agencies either specialized in one specific product or service (e.g., website development, digital animations, e-commerce, online marketing, CD-ROM products, software development, etc.) or offering several of these product or services to one specific sector (e.g., education, entertainment, retail, etc.). As a 1999 report highlights, multimedia agencies were mostly micro and small firms (fewer than ten employees; New Media BC, 1999); this finding was confirmed in a subsequent survey (New Media BC, 2003), which revealed a progressive reduction in size of the average multimedia company, from 21 employees in 1995 to 13 employees in 1999. This tendency was attributed in part to the 1998 economic slowdown (Kibble, 1995) and to a labor market that was becoming increasingly flexible, with contract workers accounting for 33% of the total (AC Nielsen & DJC Research, 1999, p. 4; New Media BC, 1999).

3.4 Vancouver After the Dot-com Bubble Burst
The shock waves that resulted from the burst of the dot-com bubble reached Vancouver shortly after March 10, 2000, the day the NASDAQ peaked at 5,048 points before nose-diving into a phase of high volatility. Paradoxically, the limitations that hindered the expansion of Vancouver’s new media industry throughout the 1990s were the same ones that helped attenuate the impact of the dot-com boom in the early 2000s. Besides some notable exceptions in the video game industry (e.g., the aforementioned EA and Radical), Vancouver’s new media industry was composed almost entirely of micro and small firms. These were often bootstrap businesses, that is, small self-reliant producers financing their operations without access to external financing and venture capital (New Media BC, 2003). If, on the one hand, the lack of venture capital had prevented Vancouver’s new media firms from scaling and achieving the exponential growth expected from New Economy start-ups, on the other hand, it shielded the city’s new media industry from the harshest effects of the dot-com crisis. Nevertheless, several multimedia companies that had come to coalesce around Yaletown shut down in the aftermath of the dot-com bubble burst, and the construction of the False Creek Flats Tech Park—a tech hub that should have hosted “high-tech, bio-tech, and knowledge-based companies” (Tech-Park, 2002)—was jeopardized by the technology market downturn (Stueck, 2001). Losses were not insignificant; Vancouver registered a 46% decline in commercial leasing activities in 2001, as compared to 2000 (Wong, 2001). Despite the economic turmoil, Vancouver’s digital and new media industry rebounded in the early years of the 21st century (Barnes & Hutton, 2009, p. 1260; McElgunn, 2003), when a second wave of Internet firms repopulated the vacant offices of Yaletown, Gastown, and the Downtown Eastside.
The first and among the most famous of these companies was Ludicorp. While the name might sound obscure to many, its main product, Flickr, was one of the most popular photo-sharing websites and “early poster-child of the Web 2.0 environment” (Brown, 2014, p. 704). Launched in February 2004, Flickr had 100,000 users by the end of the year. At that point, Ludicorp started negotiating with Yahoo!, which eventually acquired Flickr in March 2005 for $30 million. The entire Ludicorp team moved to Yahoo! headquarters in Sunnyvale, California. Ludicoorp’s cofounder Stewart Butterfield returned to Vancouver in 2009 and founded a gaming company: Tiny Speck. Thanks to his reputation as a successful entrepreneur, Butterfield was able to raise $15 million from Andreessen Horowitz and Accel Partners, two of the most accredited Silicon Valley venture capital firms, for the development of Glitch, a massively multiplayer online game. The development started in 2009, but by late 2013, it was clear to Butterfield that the project would never reach the momentum needed for it to become a sustainable business. Despite the underwhelming performance of Glitch, Tiny Speck’s development team—composed largely of former Flickr employees—was particularly fond of an intranet tool they developed to manage team communications. Butterfield therefore decided retool this internal communication platform for the market. The internal chat system was rebranded as Slack and was made available to the public as freemium software (free software with premium features available to paying customers; Stevenson, 2015). In 2016, Slack’s valuation was already in the billion U.S. dollar range (Isaac, 2016). Once again, Butterfield left Vancouver and moved Slack headquarters to San Francisco, maintaining only a satellite office in the city. In December 2020, Salesforce acquired Slack for $27.7 billion, making it the second-largest software acquisition in history, after IBM’s acquisition of Red Hat (Calhoun, 2020).
The second key player in Vancouver’s post-dot-com rebound was Invoke Media, a multimedia company founded in 2000 by Ryan Holmes, a project manager and programmer who had previously worked at a local dot-com company. Originally from Vernon, British Columbia, Holmes founded Invoke to provide multimedia services to local businesses: web design, web hosting, and digital marketing (Invoke Media, 2004). In 2008, the company was looking for an efficient way to manage the multiple social media accounts for which it was responsible, when the idea for Hootsuite came up: a dashboard for managing multiple social media accounts from one single interface. The service was released for free in December 2008, and, by summer 2009, it had built a base of 100,000 users (Ebner, 2011). At that point, Holmes decided to spin off Hootsuite from Invoke Media, develop a premium version of the service, and go down the venture capital route. The company raised an initial $1.9 million in Series A round from U.S.-based venture capital companies in 2010. The company made headlines worldwide when, in 2013, it raised $165 million in its Series B round (Hootsuite Media Team, 2013), one of 2013’s largest rounds for a start-up, according to the popular online tech newspaper TechCrunch (Lunden, 2013), and one of the largest ever for a Canadian company (El Akkad, 2013). This investment alone was enough to boost Vancouver’s profile as Canada’s capital for software start-ups in 2014 (Florida & King, 2015). Ever since, Hootsuite has become one of Vancouver’s success stories and a member of the exclusive Narwhal Club (the group of Canadian companies with an estimated value greater than $1 billion). Under the administration of Mayor Gregor Robertson, Vancouver’s city council worked to make Hootsuite Vancouver’s anchor digital company (Platt, 2012). This entailed selling a former police station in the Mount Pleasant area at below-market rates to host the company’s new headquarters (Bula, 2012), thus responding to a competing bid coming from Montreal (Ebner, 2011).

3.5 Vancouver Start-Up City
Today, Vancouver appears as a city with a turbulent and never fully realized industrial past, described by the people I interviewed as a place unable to support local start-ups in their quest to scale and expand internationally. At the same time, while living in the city and reading about its history, Vancouver appeared to me as an ante litteram example of a “creative city” (Andersson, 2011; Florida, 2012). Vancouver’s geography, for example, is characterized by a downtown core where residential and commercial areas intertwine, with amenities, community centers, and recreational and cultural spaces punctuating the city’s topography—a planning model known in urban studies circles since the 1980s as Vancouverism (Siemiatycki et al., 2016). This was a paradigm that anticipated some of the features that urban geographer Richard Florida (2012), nearly two decades later, identified as fundamental for the establishment of knowledge-intense industries representing the “primary drivers of economic development” (Peck, 2005, p. 740) in the information age. On the political plane, the city council has been working since the mid-1990s to promote Vancouver as a hi-tech hub, as Canada’s Digital Rim (New Media BC, 2000b), in the attempt to chart the city’s poststaples, postcorporate, knowledge-based economic future (City of Vancouver, 2013, p. 16).
When I began my research in 2014, entrepreneurship and innovation were at the forefront of political agendas across all levels of government. At the municipal level, the 2013 City of Vancouver Digital Strategy set as a priority the support of digital ventures through the creation of a favorable business environment (City of Vancouver, 2013, p. 23) with the aim of making Vancouver a city for start-ups or, better, a “startup city” (Buggey, 2016, p. 16). Despite the efforts spent in promoting the image of Vancouver as a capital of the New Economy, first, and as a start-up city, more recently, and regardless of the significant expansion of the city’s hi-tech and knowledge-based industries (Winterbottom, 2016, p. 20), Vancouver is neither Silicon Valley nor Beijing. Analysts and start-up pundits consider it a second-tier city in the global chart of tech ecosystems. The Global Start-up Ecosystem Report 2019, for example, classified Vancouver as a late-globalization start-up hub, that is, a mature ecosystem with moderate growth potential (Startup Genome, 2019). But it is precisely Vancouver’s average standing in the global hierarchy of digital hubs that renders the city an interesting place to consider. As a midtier city, Vancouver blends unique features inherited from its industrial past with global economic and cultural trends. Case in point is the moniker often used to describe the Vancouver digital industry: Silicon Valley North. Sometimes contested (Ippel, 2016) and sometimes embraced (Field, 2016), the debate about Vancouver’s identity reveals, on the one hand, the city’s aspiration to be seen as a competitive start-up hub and, on the other, a skepticism regarding the adoption of economic models that are considered unattuned to the region’s specificities and its economic history. This contrast between global and local narratives emerged often during my field trips and throughout my interviews with digital practitioners, tech workers, and start-up entrepreneurs. In what follows, I reflect on my experience of getting to know this city and its thriving creative and tech community.

3.6 My First Hackathon
The stories presented in this book are the result of in-depth immersion in Vancouver’s digital and new media industries. This sector builds on the city’s industrial history and primarily consists of mid-sized digital agencies, animation and VFX studios, video game companies, as well as software companies and start-ups. Even though the official field research took place over 22 months, from November 2017 to September 2019, I have been reading about Vancouver and its start-up and new media industry even before moving to the city in September 2014. My first contact with Vancouver was actually virtual. In February 2014, six months before setting foot in the city, I subscribed to the Vancouver Startup Digest, a newsletter promoting events “laser-focused on the needs of start-ups in Vancouver” (Startup Digest, 2014). Delivered to my email inbox every week, the newsletter provided a curated collection of local events for software developers, marketers, and aspiring start-up entrepreneurs. In those early days, the newsletter afforded me a convenient way to learn more about Vancouver and its digital industry. As someone with years of experience working in the new media industry, I thought attending or even just reading about these kinds of events could help me to transition and move to a new city.
My desire to move to Vancouver grew issue by issue. Through the pages of Startup Digest, Vancouver appeared to me as a thriving hub for creative and digital professionals. Every week, I would read about networking events such as the popular Start-up Drinks, “a casual gathering of people involved/interested in founding, operating or funding start-ups” (“Open Coffee,” 2014, para.1) or the understandably slightly less popular Open Coffee, an event “similar to Start-up Drinks, but in the morning and with coffee” (“Open Coffee,” 2014, para.2). In addition to networking events, the newsletter also featured technical, hands-on meetups, such as the Hack Night for Ruby on Rails developers or the Van iDeveloper Monthly, a regular gathering for iOS application developers. The image of Vancouver conveyed through Startup Digest was also one of a globally connected, cosmopolitan digital hub. Startup Digest itself was an emanation of Techstars, one of the most popular start-up accelerators in the world, founded in Boulder, Colorado, and with local chapters across the globe. Moreover, each issue was sponsored by tech giants or venture capital firms, and events were often hosted by renowned local start-ups such as Hootsuite or Unbounce.
Once in Vancouver, I finally had a chance to attend in person some of the events promoted through Startup Digest. During these initial months, I jumped from event to event in the attempt to connect with digital professionals and to get accustomed to their languages and practices. Part of this exploration also involved familiarizing myself with the technologies they used to find events and to connect with other professionals. For example, I started using platforms such as Meetup2 and Eventbrite as a way to learn about new events and to plan my weekly visits to local tech groups. In addition, I started relying extensively on social network websites such as LinkedIn and instant-messaging applications such as Slack to connect and stay in touch with other meetup attendees.
My initial groundwork turned into a more deliberate exploration of the Vancouver digital and new media industry in November 2014, when I decided it was time for me to attend my first hackathon. The event was significant because it exposed me, although rather serendipitously, to a whole new world of practices, languages, and concepts that I thought were worth investigating. The hackathon was organized by the local Meetup group Pixel Perfect Collective, a community of web, software, and design craftspeople of Vancouver, and was hosted at one of the city’s oldest coworking spaces, located in the heart of Gastown, a Vancouver district that is home to dozens of digital agencies, marketing firms, and Internet start-ups.
The term hackathon commonly refers to a multiday event during which a more or less diverse cohort of computer scientists, marketers, and business people gather to brainstorm, develop, test, and pitch new product ideas (Irani, 2019, p. 112). Some hackathons develop around specific themes, while others are open to all sorts of projects. The Pixel Perfect Collective hackathon adopted the Start-up Weekend format, a trademarked format developed and owned by the Boulder-based tech incubator Techstars and meant to expose participants to the “highs, lows, fun, and pressure that make up life at a start-up” (Techstars, n.d.-a). The possibility of getting a taste of start-up life, without actually having to work at a start-up company, was the main motivation that pushed me to participate in the hackathon. Moreover, the event format, with its unrealistically tight deadlines and its “no talk, all action” orientation (Techstars, n.d.-b), seemed extravagant, foreign, and somehow appealing.
As prescribed by the format, at the beginning of the 54-hour coding marathon, each participant was given one minute to pitch an idea to the audience. After pitching, we were invited to get to know each other and to start grouping around some of the projects presented at the beginning. After two hours of pitching, networking, and mingling, the approximately 50 attendees split into about 10 groups, each one working on a different project. I joined a group working on a technological solution to the problem of youth disengagement from politics. As a “nontechnical person” (upon registration, each participant had to self-identify as a technical or nontechnical person in order to maintain a balanced pool of skills), I proposed to help the group conduct the necessary background research and also help with users’ testing. That was enough for me to secure a spot on the team and become the vice president of marketing of a new and rising fictional start-up. My seven teammates were all employed in local tech companies, most of them in junior positions, and—with the exception of “Kristen”, the team’s communications manager—they were all male.
In hindsight, the Start-up Weekend format delivered on its promise. Throughout three intense days of brainstorming, sketching, coding, deploying, testing, and pitching, I was exposed to an in vitro and time-compressed representation of what later became the focus of my research: the culture and the practices of start-up labor. During those 54 hours, we translated an abstract problem, how to foster youth participation in politics, into a technological solution: a mobile application. We tested the app wireframes (a schematic representation of the app content, navigation, and interaction elements) multiple times with real users; developed a business model; pivoted once; presented the idea to fictional investors; and eventually released a beta version, also known as minimum viable product (MVP) in current start-up parlance (Ries, 2011, p. 77), to the public (Fig. 3.1.). Although the outcome was nothing more than a dynamic mock-up of the app, the project was, to some extent, successful. Our idea ranked third overall and was awarded the Social Innovation Special Prize. Despite the moderate success, the project never developed beyond the inception phase. The group dissolved after the hackathon, as the enthusiasm waned and everyone returned to their respective jobs. Yet, this experience was significant in the way it allowed me to connect to some of the new media and digital institutions inhabiting Vancouver, such as incubators, accelerators, public agencies, and grassroots organizations—institutions that, until then, I had only read about on the pages of the Startup Digest newsletter.[image: A computer screen displays a webpage titled "Results" with two profiles, each featuring a photo, name, and percentage score. The first profile shows a person with a 90% score, and the second with a 30% score. Below each name are placeholder texts and links. A person is typing on a laptop with code visible on the screen. The setting includes a keyboard, a can, and a note on the desk.]
Fig. 3.1An early version of the app my team developed at the Pixel Perfect Collective hackathon


In addition, the Social Innovation Special Prize granted me access to an acceleration program organized by Novio, a local and socially driven start-up incubator. This program consisted of a four-month course that allowed me to learn more about the managerial practices employed in start-up circles and to connect with people who ended up participating, later on in my research, in the development of the digital tools undergirding my research methodology. In November 2017, precisely three years after the Pixel Perfect Collective hackathon, I started my fieldwork, which lasted until September 2019.
In the span of time between the hackathon and the official beginning of my research, I attended events on a regular basis and strengthened my connections with key informants. This period of informal exploration and participation facilitated my subsequent entrance into the field (Garcia et al., 2009, p. 60) and helped me define the methodological foundation of my research. The development of my initial research protocol was inspired by Gina Neff’s (2012) ethnographic study of Silicon Alley. In order to capture and describe the business culture of the New York new media industry, Neff conducted her research across multiple organizations, locations, and firms, instead of following one specific company or one group of actors (p. 31). One of the challenges of Neff’s approach lies in the need to orient research efforts—which, for obvious reasons, are limited by resources, time, and funding constraints—toward relevant and potentially significant areas of the research field. Neff relied on a combination of ethnography and social network analysis (Berthod et al., 2017; Howard, 2002); analyzing the events published in The Cyber Scene weekly newsletter, she mapped Silicon Alley’s institutions, events, and personalities. She then applied social network analysis techniques as a way to identify the most interesting cases to study and participants to interview (Neff, 2012, p. 33). Neff (2012) argued that such an approach would be better suited to capture and to describe the interorganizational networks of collaboration that undergirded cultural production in the dot-com era (p. 33; Girard & Stark, 2003). Therefore, instead of observing digital workers’ everyday lives during the canonical—that is, industrial—working time, Neff (2012) shifted the focus of her research to those after-hours events, such as office parties, informal meetings, and debates, which her participants identified as “central to their mobility and visibility within the field” (p. 32). Following Neff’s lead, I decided to avoid focusing on one specific location (e.g., a coworking space, an incubator, or a single start-up) or one specific community. Instead, I began my investigation by following the start-up, as a metaphor, across all the events where this concept figured prominently.
Following the start-up metaphor (Marcus, 1995, p. 108) and taking advantage of a research protocol loose enough to allow me to shift strategy as I saw fit, I relied on a multisited ethnography in which meetups constituted the primary setting for participant observation and face-to-face interaction with creative professionals and aspiring entrepreneurs. These events are organized by grassroots organizations connecting workers with similar competencies and professional interests. Meetup events represented halfway spaces, moments “between the private and public spheres of the professional” (Mayer et al., 2009, as cited in Ortner, 2009). Partly instrumental (functional, work-related) and partly purpose-free (recreational, entertaining), this form of socializing revealed, particularly well, professional and industrial rituals, as well as cultural assumptions about the Vancouver digital and new media industry (Wittel, 2001, p. 57). Events were not, however, the only occasions for interaction and observation. As discussed in more depth below, following the start-up metaphor also meant interacting within online communities for start-up entrepreneurs and digital workers on and through the online platform Meetup (Lesage & Lusoli, 2021).
Overall, throughout my journey within and across the start-up episteme, I attended 32 events as a participant observer: from Start-up Drinks for aspiring entrepreneurs to demo nights organized by local boot camp schools, to more traditional conferences for Agile developers and peer-to-peer evening classes for instructional designers and e-learning specialists. Field observations enabled me to capture some of the informal practices of the start-up episteme and become familiar with basic concepts employed by participants. I wrote down my impressions and notes after each event using a qualitative data-analysis software. In addition to live events, I joined 21 online groups for digital and creative workers hosted on the event platform Meetup. Recruiting from both face-to-face meetings and online forums, I snowball sampled 22 participants, with whom I conducted 27 semistructured interviews totaling 33 hours of recorded material.
At the time of my fieldwork, the Vancouver start-up digital and new media industry was dominated by the archetypal digerati worker: young, white, highly educated male (Fisher, 2008). In order to maximize the heterogeneity of my sample, whenever possible, I oversampled underrepresented groups and involved people at different stages of their careers. Throughout my field research, I had the chance to sit down for interviews with two labor activists, one civil servant, two business consultants, three full-time software developers, two digital nomads, three midlevel managers, four entrepreneurs, one venture capital partner, one freelancer, one student, and two unemployed professionals. Thirty-six percent (n = 8) of my respondents self-identified as women, and 36% (n = 8) of the sample were immigrants.
Alongside field notes and interviews, I conducted extensive archival research. For the historical analysis of the start-up, I reviewed managerial, academic, self-help, and business gray literature published between 1980 and 2019. The list of titles to be read and analyzed was constructed via interviews, by both asking participants to suggest books to read and identifying the sources of some of the concepts they mentioned during interviews. Overall, I read and analyzed 104 texts, including 43 academic articles, 39 books (self-help book, academic books and textbooks) and 22 gray literature texts (blog posts, reports, magazine articles, etc.). This analysis served two functions: First, it allowed me to develop an archaeology of the start-up episteme; second, becoming familiar with start-up vocabulary and concepts was fundamental to setting myself up as a subject of the start-up episteme. A similar review was conducted for the historical analysis of Vancouver’s hi-tech and new media industries. In this case, however, the research relied mostly on newspaper articles, reports, and archived websites. Overall, I reviewed and coded 156 documents: 75 newspaper and magazine articles, 23 academic articles, 30 reports, 19 websites (online and archived), seven miscellaneous documents, and two books.
To ensure confidentiality, I substituted all participant and company names with pseudonyms. Meetup groups and event names were substituted in all cases in which my findings could violate the privacy and expected confidentiality of those who participated in those groups or events.
3.6.1 Challenges of Studying the Start-Up Episteme
The start-up episteme, defined as a series of regularities spanning across world-constructing discourses, is both pervasive and fleeting at the same time. It is pervasive in the way it structures our perceptions, thus offering a “way to understand and access reality” (Mejias, 2013, p. 9). It is fleeting because it is not a form of knowledge (connaissance) but rather a form of knowing (savoir), ordering and disciplining the materialities and the bodies upon which its statements insist. The impossibility of defining and delimiting unequivocally what the start-up episteme is and means raises some fundamental epistemological dilemmas: How to study an episteme from within? How to identify and investigate its regularities? How to maintain an appropriate level of reflexivity in order to be able to say something meaningful and critical about it?
To address these issues, I opted for ethnography over other qualitative, idiographic methodologies because of the possibility that its methods offer to “adapt flexibly to social circumstances as these arise” (Vered, 2000, p. 10). Ethnography offers a way to approach and theorize a “macrotheoretical concept” (Marcus, 1995, p. 96), the start-up episteme, whose ramifications and implications are neither limited to one social context nor specific to one group of actors. Specifically, throughout my research journey, I blended classic ethnographic methods, such as interviews and participant observation, with analysis of archival records and embodied forms of learning by doing (Pink, 2011, p. 271). Through this methodological assemblage, I was able to establish myself as a subject of the start-up episteme and to experience and enact its regularities in the same way my participants did.
My research protocol developed significantly throughout my fieldwork. At the onset of my research, I understood start-up as an organizational principle. Following Eric Ries’s (2011) definition of the term (discussed above in Sect. 2.​4.​2), I understood it as a “human institution designed to create a new product or service under conditions of extreme uncertainty” (p. 27). On this premise, my initial intent was to study its application in the organization of labor in digital and new media companies. Hence, I considered the workplace the natural setting to observe the interplay between the start-up organizational paradigm and its enactment in the form of work practices. This understanding was derived from previous ethnographic investigations into the organization of labor, which relied on shadowing as a way to develop an emic perspective on specific work cultures (e.g., Orr, 1996; Shaiken, 1985). However, the more I talked to tech workers and the more time I spent attending events for creative practitioners, the more I witnessed how the start-up way of thinking transcended the organizational acceptation of the term that I conceived as unproblematic at the beginning of my research. As a participant observer at meetups, in interviews with entrepreneurs, employees, and freelancers, and through the analysis of managerial literature and archival records, I expanded my initial understanding of start-up and started following it across chains, paths, threads, conjunctions, and juxtapositions of locations connected by its discursive regularities. In other words, I start treating and exploring the start-up as an episteme. From this new perspective, I documented how the epistemic regularities of the start-up have become central to the articulation of beliefs, work practices, and professional subjectivities. Methods such as participant observation, semistructured interviews, and qualitative analysis of archival records were instrumental to, and supportive of, my changing understanding of both the concept of start-up and of the field I was exploring.
In addition to the challenges raised by an epistemic understanding of start-up, my research protocol had to adapt to the dispersed and deeply mediatized nature of the field—the Vancouver digital and new media industries—that I was observing. As an example, consider how deeply the circadian rhythms of digital production have been altered by the introduction of portable devices, the diffusion of remote work practices, and, ultimately, the affirmation of a culture that demands and celebrates a perpetual standby kind of attitude. As the technology and affect scholar Melissa Gregg (2011) convincingly documented, such an approach leverages, instrumentally, on sentiments such as passion and love to promote an ideological attachment to work, and to blur the boundary between the professional and the personal sphere—an attitude perfectly captured by the coworking company WeWork’s slogan, “Do what you love” (see Fig. 3.2). This was particularly true in the case of my research; people mentioned escaping the “9 to 5 jail” as one of the main reasons pushing them toward more entrepreneurial and independent careers (see Bianca’s interview in Sect. 4.​1.​2). At the same time, showing up at weekend, early morning, and evening meetups was often communicated and understood as a performative display of one’s work ethic. Furthermore, as discussed below in Chap. 5, participating in meetups was, for many of my participants (interestingly, not exclusively independent workers) a natural extension of the working day, a kind of infrastructural work that participants performed in order to maintain their employability. In this context, observing work required both a redefinition of what constitutes work and consequently of what constitutes working time.[image: Text on a black background reads "Do What You Love" in large, cursive white letters. Below, in smaller print, is the word "wework." The design is simple and motivational.]
Fig. 3.2WeWork’s slogan: “Do What You Love”


Another element complicating the investigation of digital labor resides in its spatial dispersion. This aspect does not apply only to extreme instances, as in the case of digital nomads, the new class of remote workers who move to low-income countries in order to maximize their business opportunities (see Chap. 4). The spatial dispersion of labor in digital and new media industries takes place at different scales, and can render the job of the ethnographer challenging even in the context of traditional in-person jobs. As media scholar Chris Anderson (2013) described in his analysis of the digital newsroom, everyday work experience is enmeshed with, and supported by, mediated forms of communication. My participants mentioned using email, instant-messaging platforms (e.g., Slack, Microsoft Teams), and project-management software (e.g., Jira and Asana) to communicate and co-ordinate with colleagues near and far. At events, the pervasiveness of mediated forms of communication was replicated and rendered visible in the way people employed—with a certain degree of professionalism—collaborative tools of communication and production. Examples include Twitter (e.g., through the creation of group-specific hashtags), business-grade instant-messaging apps, and custom social networks (e.g., Circle).
Because of the uncertainty that characterized the meaning of start-up, throughout my fieldwork I had to periodically reassess what the object I was investigating was and what it meant to me and to the people I interviewed. This meant re-evaluating my interview scripts, my participants’ selection, and the events I planned on attending. On these occasions, instead of drawing the boundaries between what was inside and outside the scope of my research, I tried to embrace the uncertainty of the start-up episteme and turn it into a working principle of my methodology. The flexibility afforded by ethnographic methods favored this process of adaptation of my research tactics to my shifting understanding of the start-up, thus leaving my work open to “unanticipated discoveries and directions” (Vered, 2000, p. 17).
Conducting research within the episteme also required configuring myself as a subject of it. This was not a simple transition from insider to outsider; it meant hybridizing my research methods with the epistemic regularities of the start-up episteme in order to render myself and my research intelligible to the people I met. In particular, the way I developed my research protocol and the way I shaped my identity in relation to it (specifically in relation to the digital tools of my research toolkit) followed the regularities of the start-up episteme. At the end of my research journey, I was no longer a researcher investigating the start-up as an organizational principle: I was a subject of the start-up episteme myself, informed by and enacting the same practices and rituals I wanted to study and document.

3.6.2 Entering the Start-Up Episteme
Looking back at my research journey, it is difficult to identify the moment when my everyday experience as someone attending technology- and Internet-focused events turned into a structured inquiry into the start-up episteme. According to my diary, my research began on the evening of November 30, 2017. That night, I was invited by my former hackathon teammate Kristen to attend an event organized by the Vancouver chapter of Start-up Grind, a global community of start-up entrepreneurs. The event format was the canonical fireside chat: a 45-minute interview with a host, followed by 15 minutes of questions from the audience. To conclude the evening, a one-hour networking session with drinks and snacks was kindly provided by the Gastown-based venture capital firm sponsoring the event. The event’s guest for that night was Kristen’s boss, Manuel Deboer, CEO of a successful Vancouver-based online publishing company. It was the first event I attended as a participant observer. Yet, except for the emotions I experienced in officially kicking off my in-field research, going to that event did not feel particularly different from the dozens I had attended during the previous three years.
My main reason for attending the Start-up Grind event was to take advantage of the networking session, in order to connect with potential informants. Being familiar with the informal, and sometimes outright chaotic, nature of these kinds of events, I prepared an “elevator pitch,” a short introduction explaining who I was, what my research was about, and what I was trying to accomplish that night. My objective was to render my research as appealing as possible to the people I was seeking to study, hoping to catch their attention and to establish connections with industry insiders. I even brought a stack of blank informed-consent forms, just in case I had the opportunity to conduct my first interviews on the spot. In hindsight, my expectations were overly optimistic. Despite the effort I spent in crafting a clear and concise elevator pitch, during the networking session, I experienced, as a researcher, the same difficulties I faced when I used to attend those events as a participant—the main one being my difficulty connecting with people I had never met before and with whom I had little in common and nothing to offer, other than my elevator pitch. To the 30 people attending the event that night, I was neither a potential client nor a colleague. I did not have “war stories” to tell, projects to present, opportunities to offer, or experiences to share. I was just someone trying to explain to them why they were doing what they were doing. At least this is what I thought when going home that night with my pristine ream of informed-consent forms in my backpack.
My ethnographic dreams shattered against a wall of perceived indifference toward my research. Maybe it wasn’t the right event to attend? Probably not, as I also struggled to establish connections with other participants at the events I attended in the following weeks, regardless of their formats and audiences. This initial difficulty in blending into the community I sought to study caused me to reevaluate my research, my role as researcher, and my understanding of the research field. To better understand the significance of this switch, it is necessary to review how my initial understanding of the field, and of my role as researcher, developed.

3.6.3 Where Is My Field?
At the onset of my research, my understanding of ethnography was very much aligned with a traditional Western colonial conception of this methodological approach. As a first-time ethnographer, I expected to immerse myself in the research field, to witness the unfolding of esoteric practices, to report my experiences, and to write my findings on top of them.
Initially, I viewed my ethnographic field as the chain of start-up entrepreneurship-related events that I used to attend on a weekly basis. I used to jump from event to event in my pursuit of following the start-up metaphor (Marcus, 1995) wherever it led me. Doing so allowed me to appreciate how attending events—either before and after work hours or on weekends—was very much part of the working day for digital professionals, especially—but not only—for those with nontraditional forms employment (e.g., freelancers and contractors). Meetup soon emerged as the main platform used by Vancouver’s digital and creative professionals for finding topical communities and connecting with other people.
Meetup is an online website founded in 2002 by the dot-com entrepreneur Scott Heiferman. Heiferman’s idea was to use technology to counter the destruction of social capital described in Robert Putnam’s book Bowling Alone (2000) or, in Heiferman’s own words, to “use the Internet to get people off the Internet” (Heiferman, 2009, para. 10; Kidder, 2012, p. 192; Weinberg & Williams, 2006). The platform allows users to search for events and to connect with people with similar interests who are available to meet in person locally (Benkler, 2006). Within the website, everyone can either join existing groups or create a new group and become organizers themselves. Meetup is free for all participants, while group organizers must pay a monthly fee in order to gain the privilege of organizing events and promoting them on the platform. Alongside basic functionalities aimed at helping users create and participate in events (e.g., browse the events calendar, retrieve event information, send RSVPs, etc.), Meetup also provides some functionalities routinely found on other social network platforms. For example, users can join virtual groups, post messages on forum boards, and send direct messages to other users. Enacting the same practices I observed at the first events, I created a Meetup account and started relying on this platform to find events and to interact, both virtually and in person, with communities of tech practitioners. By using the platform, I wished to transform my weekly pilgrimages around the Vancouver start-up community into a systematic exploration of this community.
Relying on Meetup proved to be an effective way to orient my research efforts. Every week I would search for keywords such as “entrepreneurship” and “start-up,” and select the most promising events to attend. Relying on local events as the primary opportunities for participant observation and interaction with participants raised unanticipated methodological challenges. Specifically, I struggled to consider my weekly nomadic participation at events as a proper research field. First and foremost, the field I was exploring was neither away nor distant from my everyday life. On the contrary, I was deeply intertwined with it. Therefore, entering or leaving the field did not require any significant effort. My research did not entail any trip to distant places, as most of the events I attended and observed were scattered around the metropolitan Vancouver area, the city where I was already living in. Moreover, the possibility of attending events at specific times and on determined days allowed me to fit the fieldwork within my working hours. The regular alternation of fieldwork time, work time, and personal time, together with the possibility of choosing which events to attend and when, further reinforced the idea that I was constructing a field (Burrell, 2009, p. 182), rather than discovering one that was “autonomous of the fieldwork through which it is discovered” (Vered, 2000, p. 6). In addition, lacking objective criteria for selecting which events to attend among the hundreds available (in 2017, the year I began my research, the city hosted more than 800 events) rendered it difficult to assess how relevant or representative of the larger context were the chains and paths of events I decided to follow.

3.6.4 The Meetup Spider
In the attempt to develop a more robust system for the evaluation and selection of events to attend, I began retrieving data from Meetup automatically. My intention was to collect as much data as possible in order to represent the field as a network and thus foreground the community of digital and new media industry workers “against the social complexity of its urban setting” (Burrell, 2009, p. 190). Imagining the field as a heterogeneous network where nodes were events and groups, and edges were topics and participants, I was hoping to “understand both [my] own positions and [my] informants’ positions relative to the rest of the observable community” (Howard, 2002, p. 560). To achieve such representation, I developed a simple and rudimentary content scraper, the Meetup Spider.
Content scraping has been described as a natively digital method (Kennedy et al., 2015, p. 175), which, thanks to the large availability of stand-alone software and ready to install software libraries, promises “to enable the development of new ways of collecting, analysing, and visualising social data” (Marres & Weltevrede, 2013, p. 313). In the context of my research, the Meetup Spider simulated the behavior of a user and periodically (although, not regularly) searched for Meetup groups and events by using the platform’s search engine. Subsequently, the scraping software automatically browsed all the results, collected all the public information, and stored the results on a local database. Once collected, data were analyzed using the data-visualization software applications (Fig. 3.3).[image: Map of Vancouver showing the distribution of startup and technology meetups. Blue circles of varying sizes indicate meetup locations, with larger circles representing more frequent or larger events. Key areas include Vancouver, North Vancouver, and Burnaby. The map includes a search box and a date selector set to August 2019.]
Fig. 3.3A visualization created using data retrieved from the Meetup API


At first, I decided to collect information only about Meetup groups that had at least a few members, held events with a certain regularity in the past, and had events planned on the calendar. In this way, I was able to remove from my initial set of results new Meetup groups with no or few participants and old Meetup groups with a large membership but without events on the calendar. Lastly, the decision whether to join a group or attend an event was made based on the group and event description. In the first month after having deployed the Meetup Spider (November 2017), I was able to identify six Meetup groups to join and follow.
Relying on the Meetup Spider raised some fundamental technical challenges. Content scraping is incredibly inefficient and unreliable. In order to collect the requested data, the Spider had to crawl thousands of pages, download gigabytes of irrelevant data (e.g., images), and save only the relevant bits of information. This method was also unreliable because, mimicking a user’s behavior, the Meetup Spider followed browsing patterns that I had to configure beforehand. In other words, I had to instruct the Meetup Spider on how and where to retrieve the data I was looking for. In practice, I had to constantly reconfigure these navigational protocols because changes in the Meetup interface would inevitably break them. Because of these technical difficulties, I was able to run the Meetup Spider only a few times before realizing how unsustainable this method was.

3.6.5 Developing a Minimum Viable Protocol
The Meetup Spider only partially alleviated my frustration about the impossibility of establishing a sustainable, reliable, and effective way to scan Meetup and produce a thorough and accurate representation of Vancouver’s start-up scene. It allowed me to identify the first six groups to join and helped me find some events to attend in the first month of my fieldwork. However, given the dispersion and the mutability of start-up-focused groups in Vancouver, I perceived my field as something that needed to be constantly redefined throughout the process of data gathering, rather than delimited once and for all at the beginning of my investigation (Burrell, 2009, p. 184). The technical issues affecting the Meetup Spider necessarily limited its sustainability and thus its effectiveness as a research tool. The Meetup Spider’s usefulness, however, materialized not because of its instrumental value but as an tool through which connections with meetup participants could be established.
While testing the Meetup Spider, I was also attending events regularly, and I was still having difficulty connecting with industry insiders. More than the quality or the quantity of data produced, what the Meetup Spider achieved was allowing me to have a project to talk about. At events, I could talk about and show other participants some of the early visualizations created using the data extracted from Meetup. Even more interesting was talking about the technical difficulties of extracting, storing, manipulating, and visualizing a relatively large amount of data. Building on my knowledge of the start-up vocabulary, I started thinking and talking about the Meetup Spider as my MVP (Ries, 2011, p. 77), as a rough prototype serving as the basis for the development of a more sophisticated, more stable tool for Meetup data extraction. In some cases, the Meetup Spider, as a research instrument, became corollary and subordinated to the need to have an object, a technical problem, a project, to talk about in my interactions with participants.
In addition to discussing the Meetup Spider in face-to-face interactions with participants, I created a research blog where I documented the process of developing it and released some of the visualizations I created from Meetup data. I gave the website a catchy name, Labora (https://​labora.​co).), and even sketched a logo to use in all my presentations. This work of branding, I thought, could have helped me communicate my research in terms and ways not too dissimilar from those employed by participants to describe their own business ventures. In a sense, the Meetup Spider acted as a boundary object, as an “object which lives in multiple social worlds and which has different identities in each” (Star & Griesemer, 1989, p. 409). Acting as an interface between me and my participants, the Meetup Spider represented a research instrument, as well as a project whose technical challenges, and potential applications, were of some interest to the members of the start-up community.
The next step in the construction of my research toolkit was to develop the MVP into a full-fledged research instrument. The plan was to develop a new version of the Meetup Spider to improve the reliability of the research infrastructure and to release it as free and open-source software (FOSS) to be reused and applied in different contexts. This meant revising the entire technological stack of the project and moving from a system based on content scraping to one based on Meetup’s application programming interface (API).
APIs are interfaces allowing third-party applications to get free or paid access to platforms’ data sets (van Dijck, 2013, p. 31). Retrieving data through API requires the development of a software component (a client application) responsible for sending the requests to the platform’s server by using some form of platform-specific protocols. Among the advantages of using API is the possibility of retrieving more data more efficiently and in real time. Thanks to a stricter integration with Meetup, it could have been possible to create visualizations based on fresh data, to move the focus of the analysis to new geographical areas (e.g., running parallel analysis in Toronto and Vancouver), and to expand or restrict the scope of the analysis at ease (e.g., focusing only on fintech start-up events). Moreover, developing and licensing the new Meetup Spider as a FOSS would have allowed everyone to reuse the code and to embed it into new contexts. This latter aspect could have increased the utility of the tool as a research instrument and as a boundary object. Lastly, since API-based methods are API developed and maintained by the platforms’ owners, such methods are usually more stable and reliable than those based on content scraping (Freelon, 2018). However, developing a client application requires technical skills that are far more advanced than those needed to set up a simple desktop-based content scraper. The development of the next iteration of the Meetup Spider turned out to be another opportunity for ethnographic encounters.

3.6.6 The Meetup Archiver
“Patrick” was a project manager working at a local information technology company. He moonlighted as an independent software developer and was trying to make his side hustle his main job. I never met him in person, despite the fact that we both lived in Vancouver and both attended—although in different cohorts—the Novio acceleration program. The first time I met Patrick was in Novio’s Slack channel, a chatroom dedicated to Novio’s alumni, which participants used to share information about events, jobs, and funding opportunities. I reached out on the Slack channel to seek assistance with developing an API client for Meetup:Hello everyone! As part of a SFU [Simon Fraser University] sponsored research project, I am looking for someone who can help me develop a software application capable to extract data from Meetup API, store them into an online database and make them available to third party applications, such as desktop software. DM me if you are interested.


After posting my message, Patrick sent me a direct message expressing his interest in participating in the project. We evaluated the technical details and development costs together and agreed to collaborate on creating the Meetup Archiver.
Patrick was a skilled developer and project manager trained in the Agile framework (Beck et al., 2001; Shore & Warden, 2008). This means that, instead of developing the software on the basis of an initial set of requirements, Patrick asked me to develop a series of “user stories” (Shore & Warden, 2008, p. 255), in which I described the ways I envisaged using the Meetup Archiver. He would analyze my stories and provide me with a list of functionalities. Together, we would prioritize them, and he would translate them into software code. The process was iterative: Patrick periodically released new versions of the Meetup Archiver for me to test and debug. The development process took roughly two months, at the end of which the Meetup Archiver was ready to be deployed and incorporated into my research repertoire.
The release of the Meetup Archiver was a significant milestone in the development of my research methodology for several reasons. Participating in its development and working closely with an Agile-trained software engineer allowed me to experience firsthand the dynamics prescribed by this software-development framework. Furthermore, developing the Meetup Archiver enhanced the flexibility of my research toolkit. Even though the software and data were stored on a private cloud server, I made a conscious effort to provide access to the dataset upon request. This commitment to openness was made with the intention of promoting wider distribution of my research, enabling external review and enhancing the overall public utility of the Meetup Archiver.

3.6.7 The Multistable Role of Meetup in Shaping the Researching Subject
It should be evident by now how ambivalent the role of Meetup was within my research. The first time I encountered Meetup was in the form of an object embedded and enmeshed in the daily working practices of start-up workers. For example, people working independently tended to describe Meetup as a way to overcome the sense of isolation that resulted from their work arrangement. They talked about Meetup as an instrument for finding and connecting with people in similar working conditions or industries, thus limiting the sense of isolation and disconnection they perceived from working at home or at coworking spaces. As one of my respondents said, when asked about why he spent so much time organizing meetups, “Meetings help reinvigorate the community and help bring the community together.” People also used Meetup as a marketing channel, to promote themselves or their companies. Small businesses and large corporations alike used Meetup to market their services, often by creating groups and hosting events targeting specific niches within the digital and hi-tech industries. For example, a local coding school hosted regular meetups dedicated to blockchain. The events featured presentations from local blockchain experts, as well as sales pitches promoting the school’s 12-week blockchain course.
My initial understanding of Meetup as an empirical object shifted once I started using the platform as a proxy for conducting in-the-field, face-to-face research. In what I describe as a hermeneutic relation to Meetup (Ihde, 1990, p. 80), my perception of the platform changed from being the focus of my investigation to a research instrument. By extracting and analyzing Meetup data through the Meetup Spider, I used the platform to inform and guide my ethnographic, on-the-ground research efforts. In this phase, I described my research as a networked ethnography of Vancouver’s digital and new media industries. Situating Meetup in a position of mediation within my research repertoire (Lesage & Lusoli, 2021), as a research instrument, was the factor that pushed me to investigate the possibility of developing more efficient and effective data-collection methods.
Developing the Meetup Spider and its later iteration, the Meetup Archiver, involved spending time on the Meetup platform, browsing it extensively, and inevitably being exposed to and learning about its users’ norms and practices. It also required the creation and customization of a personal profile. From this new role, that of a user, I was able to experience the platform not only as an empirical object or as a research instrument but also as a field in itself, with its own practices and norms. Within Meetup groups, users had the opportunity to exchange information by using the internal forum sections and to engage in less structured forms of discussion by using the events’ comments sections. In these places, users discussed events, shared news and resources, and promoted themselves and their services (although most groups discouraged users from posting blatantly promotional messages). This understanding of Meetup as a space for social interactions was confirmed in interviews, in which the platform was described as something more than a website for organizing and finding events.
Lastly, Meetup became, at some point during my research, a key artifact through which I was able to become a subject of the episteme. My experience working with Meetup data and API helped me to gain access to and connect with the people I was observing. For example, in October 2018, I was invited, as a Meetup expert, to present at a Meetup group about social innovation (the group and the specific events are described in Sect. 5.​1). On that occasion, people from the audience raised technical questions about the Meetup Archiver, questions that allowed me to identify some bugs in the API client and to improve the efficiency of the tool. In addition, the publication of the dashboards and the release of the Meetup Archiver as a FOSS further validated my position as a subject of the start-up episteme.
From this position, I was able to engage with people who were otherwise not interested in my research, as in the case of the director of an incubator for early-stage companies. As a type of “networker” (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2007, p. 120), he was very difficult to connect with. In my introductory email to him, I asked him if he had time for an interview, and I made sure to include a link to the research website. His response was positive, and, to my surprise, when we met in person, he opened the conversation by asking about the Meetup Archiver and the dashboards published on the research website:It would be great to have some sort of collaboration with your research project, like the possibility to feed that map [the Meetup Dashboard] and show it somewhere on [incubator website]. Everything you are working can feed into our work, as I’d like to bring people together, as I’d like this project to be collaborative.


Even though the project never developed, this example shows how Meetup was fundamental in the definition of my subjective position within the start-up episteme and how that position created opportunities for interactions with participants.


3.7 Becoming a Subject of the Start-Up Episteme
Writing at the end of my fieldwork, I can now look back at my experiences from a critical distance and appreciate how much developing an insider’s perspective on independent and entrepreneurial labor required conforming to and enacting discourses and practices of the start-up episteme. In particular, the act of becoming a subject of the start-up episteme required the enactment of two epistemic discourses: projectivity and bootstrapping. Projectivity refers to the need to embrace each new project as an opportunity to create new interactions, gain recognition from others, expand one’s network, and ultimately start new and larger projects. In Sect. 4.​2, I describe how this epistemic discourse represents one of the distinguishing traits, or regularities, of the start-up episteme. Bootstrapping, instead, refers to a particular chronotope (Bakhtin, 2008) commonly found in start-up narratives. It entails a spatiotemporal articulation of subjects and projects, one that is cyclical and apparently endless. The bootstrap narrative, also a regularity of the start-up episteme (see Sect. 4.​2.​2), describes subjects and projects as entities that move from a state of equilibrium toward a state of instability, indeterminacy, and constant experimentation. This is a state providing opportunities for self-expression and realization for the subject positions of the start-up episteme. While I will explain these epistemic regularities in more detail in the next chapter, I will use the remaining section to show their impact on my own research and my positionality.
Projectivity had a significant influence on the way I conceptualized the development of my research tools. In particular, it affected the way I designed and released the Meetup Archiver to the public. The Meetup Archiver became relevant throughout my research for both its inherent utility (i.e., to extract data from the Meetup API) and the possibility it afforded of drawing participants’ interest to my research. By releasing it as a multipurpose interface (an API client) allowing users to tap into Meetup’s data, rather than as a black-boxed stand-alone software, I hoped that the Meetup Archiver could serve the needs of a larger audience than just myself and other academic researchers. For the same reason, I released it using the most permissive and open license available (MIT License), and I published it on the popular software hosting platform GitHub. If, on the one hand, these decisions were a reflection of my commitment to render my research as open and public as possible, on the other hand, they were further attempts to extend the Meetup Archiver’s utility as a project, understood as a means and an opportunity for connection with others (Boltanski & Chiapello, 2007). In addition, I hoped that, by making the Meetup Archiver accessible for everyone to use, customize, and redistribute, its usefulness as a project would scale more than proportionally over time. This result could have enabled me to benefit from the incremental connections resulting from the software circulation, such as recruiting more participants or gaining access to people who were otherwise uninterested in being interviewed. Albeit apparently technical, these decisions were also fundamental in validating my identity as an insider within the group of independent workers I was studying.
The way I achieved an appropriate level of being an insider came also through enacting the kind of bootstrap narrative I often saw at work in my participants’ identities and their projects. As mentioned, the Meetup Archiver served as an essential tool for engaging participants with my research. Based on the level of interest they expressed in my work, I cyclically revised the Meetup Archiver in order to make it increasingly more effective as a project. In the process, the way I set myself up in relation to my work also changed significantly. As the Meetup Archiver transitioned from being a prototype to a research tool, to a FOSS, my subject position also changed. At meetups, I was no longer—or rather, not only—a researcher investigating the world of entrepreneurial creative labor. I was also someone prototyping a new technology for finding better and more interesting events to attend, someone working on a Meetup API client, someone visualizing Meetup data, and finally, someone responsible for a free and open-source project. By engaging in the same discursive regularities and practices employed by my participants, I was able to relate to others’ experiences and to render my project—and myself—intelligible to the people with whom I was trying to connect.
My reflections on the resonance between my research and the episteme I was seeking to study should serve as reminder of the importance of artifacts in the formation of ethnographers’ subjectivities (which has already been studied; e.g., Schouten & McAlexander, 1995). It is also a useful exercise for thinking about access, legitimation, and positionality as a balancing act—that is, balance between conforming to a community’s discourses as a way to validate oneself as an insider and the risk of further reifying such discourses through their enactment in ethnographic practices. In this respect, maintaining a reflexive understanding of research practices and of “researchers’ roles in the field” (Adler & Adler, 2008, p. 14) becomes essential. Reflexivity, understood as “an exercise which places the social investigator back in the research frame” (Knowles, 2000, p. 56), means being able and willing to recognize that our attempts at “being with, and doing things with [participants]” (Pink, 2011, p. 270) can foster, as well as hinder, our ability to understand and develop critical insights into “the experiences and meanings of other people’s lives” (p. 270). In the case of the start-up episteme, for example, the field offered countless opportunities for doing things with the people I met, especially in connection with the development of my research tools. By conforming to the logic of start-up entrepreneurship, it would have been relatively easy to harness the power of free labor to develop the Meetup Archiver. For instance, I could have involved Patrick as a technical cofounder of the Meetup Archiver, and I could have just as easily compensated him for his work in sweat equity shares. Doing so would have aligned my project even more with the practices of the start-up episteme, since reliance on entrepreneurial and free labor is a common and popular practice in the space I was researching. However, it would have also reaffirmed these practices even further, thus contributing to extending their reach, for example, by demonstrating the possibility or leveraging participants’ free labor as a way to conduct social research. Conversely, hiring Patrick to help develop the Meetup Archiver and releasing the code into the public domain represented an intentional departure from epistemic practices—one that Patrick himself came to question at some point, when he expressed his desire to work for free in exchange for equity in the project. Reflexivity, therefore, means being intentional about when to follow and when to counter communities’ practices, and acknowledging that having such a choice is, in itself, an expression of a privilege that is not available to everyone—definitely not to all my participants.
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Footnotes
1The reference is to Fairchild Semiconductor International, Inc., the silicon-transistors manufacturer founded in 1957 in San Jose, California, and generally recognized as the initiator of the Silicon Valley economic boom.

 

2Meetup (capitalized) refers to the event platform (https://​www.​meetup.​com/​), while “meetup” (lowercase) instead refers to live events often—but not always—organized by using Meetup.
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Welcome! Thank you for joining this mastermind group. We all look forward to a productive and effective time together, where we learn from and motivate each other to achieve our business goals. Before our first meeting, write down and share your goals for the next three months and your “punishment” in case you don’t meet them. (Mastermind group ground rules)
In the course of my fieldwork, I became increasingly interested in studying the experiences of creative and digital workers transitioning from stable to flexible forms of employment. I was intrigued by the way people talked about the emotions, fears, and expectations involved in the process of jumping off the corporate cliff and beginning a career as an independent worker. I understand that the term independent worker is rather generic, but I use it intentionally. Throughout my journey, I have encountered people who identified as freelancers, consultants, start-up entrepreneurs, solopreneurs, digital nomads, and lifestyle business people, to name a few. I, therefore, use “independent workers” as an umbrella term to indicate workers in the digital and new media industries who share the common experience of not having continuous, full-time, or part-time employment. I was also interested in understanding the strategies that these people implemented in their attempt to cope with the challenges that independent careers often present. In the hope of meeting and learning about independent workers’ experiences, I started attending Meetup events on a regular basis.
Meetups are a very interesting yet challenging type of event to study. Popularized by the homonymous website Meetup (https://​www.​meetup.​com/​), the term meetup (lowercase) is commonly used to refer to hybrid online-offline communities (Sessions, 2010; Weinberg & Williams, 2006). These communities are often self-organized by volunteers and focused on a specific topic. Meetups are generally open to the public, making it relatively easy to connect with a specific group of people without having to go through established gatekeepers. At the same time, their casual nature makes them fleeting and inconstant. The audience can change greatly from one event to another, even in the most esoteric, tightly knit, and active groups. Consequently, it can be very difficult to establish long-term research relationships with participants through meetups. Moreover, my own experience with meetups suggested that they did not always occur as regularly as I was originally led to believe. Lack of a space to meet, lack of volunteers, or simply the lack of time were the most common causes that rendered it difficult for groups to maintain a regular schedule.
The Weekend Warriors group was among the most regular and interesting groups I had the chance to follow. The group connected freelancers, aspiring start-up founders, and independent workers in general, and provided them with a quiet place to work. The Weekend Warriors meetups took place every third Saturday morning of the month. The events were described as work retreats: four hours, from 9:00 a.m. to 1:00 p.m., to work on side projects, finish the week’s tasks, or plan work for the next one. The format involved four cycles of 50-minute work sprints followed by a 10-minute break. At the beginning of the event, each participant had to write down their objectives on a sheet of paper and was asked to share them with their neighbor. The events usually took place in coworking spaces or at tech companies supporting the group. In addition to access to their offices, the sponsoring companies often paid for coffee and snacks. Because of the popularity of the Weekend Warriors Meetup group, events were limited to 30 participants maximum. In the course of my research, I used to attend these work retreats every month.
The April 2018 event was hosted by a local e-learning start-up company. On that occasion, the start-up company allowed us to use one of their meeting rooms overlooking the North Shore Mountains. I arrived at the event way before 9:00 a.m. so that I could observe participants as they arrived and set up their workstations for the day. I enjoyed attending these events because they served a double function: They constituted part of my participant observation, and they also allowed me to put some extra work into the administrative aspects of my own research. Approaching the Weekend Warrior events with that mindset helped me to blend into the group and connect with other participants. Just like my fellow freelancers, I made a list of my daily objectives, shared them with the other people sitting next to me, and tried to make Saturday morning the most productive time of the week. That particular April day, I decided I was going to work on an abstract for a upcoming conference. As prescribed by the format, I shared my daily goal with my neighbors and got to work.
I used the first ten-minute break as an opportunity to get to know the person with whom I was sharing a desk and who was working on clearing his inbox of customers’ care-request emails. “Kenny” was a 30-something guy with a thick British accent. Originally from Manchester, United Kingdom, Kenny had been living in Vancouver for three months when we met the first time. He described himself as a digital nomad working in the e-commerce sector. He had been traveling over the past eight years, and now he was looking for a place to settle down with his partner. Curious about his story, I asked if I could interview him after the meetup. He agreed, and we continued our conversation the following Monday at a coffee shop in downtown Vancouver.
A digital marketer by training, Kenny had lived and worked for several years in Dublin, Ireland. Right after university graduation, in the early 2000s, he aspired to work at Google, as, according to Kenny, the company was “pioneering the advancement of much of the internet as it is now, and it had this reputation of being a great place to work.” He applied for a position as a product specialist on the Google AdSense team. AdSense is Google’s platform that allows publishers (e.g., website owners, app developers, YouTube creators) to host banners on their websites, apps, or videos and to earn money every time a user clicks on them. The other side of Google’s advertising platform is Google Ads (formerly known as AdWords), which instead allows advertisers to buy advertising space (i.e., banners) on both Google properties and third-party publishers’ websites. Kenny’s application was successful, and in 2002, he became one of the first employees of the Google European headquarters in Dublin. In his daily job, he would interact with Google engineers and salespeople to promote the AdSense advertising platform among large online publishers. That two-year experience allowed him to learn the basic principles of online advertising. As he progressed in his career at Google, he started pondering the possibility of using the knowledge he had acquired in his daily job to start his own website and become a Google AdSense publisher himself: “So, that job exposed me to all these publishers that were making money from having websites that they owned, and I thought, well, hey, I should get a piece of the action, right?” It was then that Kenny, while employed at one of the largest tech companies in the world, decided to get a “piece of the action” and start his lifestyle business, or side hustle.
Kenny’s plan was to build a network of websites and generate revenue through the sale of advertising space back to his employer, Google. His experience in the field and his connection with major European publishers allowed him to understand and learn the tricks of the trade and build, in a relatively short time span, a successful network of websites. Lacking the technical expertise needed to develop a website from scratch, Kenny first purchased a preexisting website that he saw as a potentially good candidate for the AdSense program. “It was kind of like a rough house in a nice neighborhood type of situation,” Kenny recalled about his first investment in his side hustle. After the purchase, Kenny invested virtual sweat equity into redesigning the website and updating and expanding its contents. Managing a website while working as a full-time employee was, however, challenging, not only because he worked nights and weekends on expanding his website but also because he had to carefully keep his two identities, the Googler and the “side hustler,” as he himself retrospectively described his second identity, distinct and isolated from one another. Kenny’s personal business “almost got [him] in trouble because there was some conflict of interest,” he said with a chuckle. Despite the challenges, in approximately two years, his side hustle as an AdSense publisher started generating some significant revenue. “It was not an overnight success,” Kenny recalled, and it was not even enough to earn a living in Dublin. However, it was enough to keep him motivated to invest more time and effort into the project. At the same time, his dissatisfaction with the corporate environment and with Dublin—a city where he had never felt at home—was also growing. That is when he started considering the possibility of moving elsewhere and working full-time on his side hustle: “So, it got to a stage where I was earning enough that I could start fantasizing about this idea of living somewhere cheaper … and develop my network further.”
As much as he wanted to quit and focus exclusively on his network, possibly relocating to another country, his getaway from corporate life had to wait two more years. Right when he was at the point of quitting Google, in 2008 another tech rising star announced the opening of a new office in Dublin: Facebook. Despite his aversion to Dublin and his eagerness to focus exclusively on his side hustle, Kenny could not resist the lure of working for another tech giant. He decided to forgo his dreams of being a digital nomad and instead joined the Facebook bandwagon. According to Kenny,It was obvious that Facebook was going to be a success story, yet it was still in its infancy of growing in many ways. I just thought it would be interesting to join them, so I started applying for that opportunity. When I joined them, I was the fourth employee in the Dublin office. Today there are several thousand.


He ended up working at Facebook for almost two years. Although the working conditions were not on par with those at Google, Kenny still remembers the thrill of “going through the experience working for this new, big internet company that was growing fast.” As much as he enjoyed the office camaraderie and working with an international team of young people from across Europe, the job at Facebook was neither challenging nor rewarding. Reading travel guides and digital nomads’ blogs, he was still dreaming about leaving the soggy weather of Dublin and moving to a South Pacific island: “I remember buying a Lonely Planet [travel guide] for the Cook Islands, which are these islands off of New Zealand, and I kind of fantasized that that would the place to go.”
Kenny eventually reached a point where he felt he could no longer sustain a life in Ireland and a job at a multinational corporation. His supplemental income was on the rise, but his enthusiasm to stay in Ireland was dwindling. The combination of the two pushed him to quit Facebook and move to a country “developed enough” to allow him to work remotely, yet with a sufficiently low cost of living to allow him to survive with just his side-hustle income. Choosing which country to move to was, he recalled during our conversation, not an easy decision to make. The Cook Islands were not a real option, after all. However, according to Kenny, another country ticked all the boxes:I was often googling, “What is the cost of living in Indonesia?” I’d never been to Indonesia, and now I had a fantasy, for various reasons, to go there. And it just seemed very fitting in terms of the cost of living and that it was, you know, developed enough, had good internet.


In 2010, he finally decided to take the plunge and quit Facebook, taking his first step into the world of independent work. At the beginning, he wanted to give the nomadic lifestyle of the independent Internet entrepreneur a try by joining a group of 15 digital marketers and entrepreneurs who were living in a shared house in Bali for a month. They were part of a group called Project Getaway, “an organization, a nonprofit I suppose you could say, that gets together digital nomads and takes them to an exotic place,”1 as Kenny explained. The trial was apparently successful, as what was supposed to be a one-month work/vacation in Bali turned into a six-month stay. He eventually left the group at Project Getaway, started renting his own place in Bali, and lived in Indonesia for four years.
During his four years in Bali, Kenny took advantage of so-called geoarbitrage to grow his business further and faster. The term and the practice was popularized by Tim Ferriss (2007) in the book The 4-hour Workweek⁠—a true classic among digital nomads. It consists of building a business that generates revenue in a strong currency, usually the euro or the U.S. dollar, while living in a country with a low cost of living and a weak currency. By limiting living and business expenses to the bare minimum (a practice also known in digital nomads’ circles as baselining), Kenny was able to reinvest a larger share of the revenue into his network and venture into a more capital-intensive business: e-commerce.
The motivations for launching an e-commerce business while still generating revenue from AdSense were twofold: First, he wanted to limit his dependence on Google, until then his only source of revenue through the AdSense program. Second, he was looking for a business capable of challenging him to learn new skills and explore new industries. Despite his economic success as a publisher, Kenny described his decision to open an e-commerce as an attempt to experience, once again, the thrill of working on large, complex, and challenging projects—something that he evidently missed in his digital-nomad professional life. As he recalled,My income was very passive from the [publishing] business I had at that time, and so I could get away with not doing work, and the income would stay the same. … I wanted something more meaningful. The sites that I owned were trivial. One of them was about Winnie the Pooh, and the other about nursery rhymes. Those were the big two that I had, and, you know, I don’t care about that content. I have no association with that content or audience. So, I just really wanted to try something else.


The idea of launching an e-commerce business came after he attended a course for aspiring Amazon sellers (this is the name of third-party businesses selling on Amazon Marketplace) organized by another digital-nomad entrepreneur at the Bali coworking space he used to work at. Throughout the program, he learned the ins and outs of sourcing products from China, promoting them using online advertising, and selling them on Amazon. After launching their e-commerce business, Kenny and his partner also decided to relocate to an English-speaking country. Among all the possible options, they decided to move to Canada, mostly because it was relatively easy for both of them to enter the country with a temporary work permit. While it was not rational for someone who worked remotely to live in an expensive city like Vancouver, Kenny recalled, he was convinced that the city would motivate him to do more and better with his businesses.
As soon as Kenny arrived in town, he quickly became involved in the local community of entrepreneurs and independent workers. He joined the Weekend Warrior meetup, where we first met, and also started his own group for Amazon sellers. During our interview, he mentioned that he was organizing a mastermind group for aspiring independent workers and digital nomads. After the interview, I asked if I could observe the group, and Kenny graciously allowed me to invite others from my network who might be interested in participating. Thanks to his generosity, I met “Bianca,” “Daniel,” and “Jade” at the mastermind group and was able to follow their professional and personal journeys over the course of three months.
4.1 Mastermind: Let’s Level Up!
A mastermind group is a formal, structured gathering of three to five people with common business interests and at different stages of their career (Paetow et al., 2018). Through carefully planned and periodic (usually weekly) sessions of brainstorming and idea exchange, mastermind groups are meant to provide support to people who face similar business challenges. Unlike traditional mentoring models based on hierarchical relations between mentor and mentee, mastermind groups leverage the collective experience of all participants. Originally developed by controversial self-help author Napoleon Hill (2012) in his 1937 bestselling book Think and Grow Rich, mastermind groups have become particularly popular in recent years among entrepreneurs and independent-worker circles. A mastermind group can be thought of as a structured roundtable conversation about the business problems that participants are experiencing in their respective jobs. Each week, mastermind participants are asked to update everyone on the state of their business and whether they are meeting the goals they set for themselves. After the initial round of updates, one participant per week is asked to share a specific issue affecting their business with the group. The so-called hot seat section of the mastermind takes up most of the meeting and is meant to provide each participant with the opportunity to receive in-depth feedback from all other members of the group. At the end of the hot seat, each participant is asked to set goals for the following week.
Prior to meeting Kenny, I had never been involved in a mastermind group. He reached out to me via email after we met at the Weekend Warrior meetup in April 2019 to ask if I knew someone who might be interested in joining a new mastermind group. Given his extended experience as a digital nomad, he was willing to mentor a group of people who were thinking about starting a business or developing an independent career. I forwarded his invitation to some of the people I had met throughout my research, and I also asked him if I could join the group as an observer. As such, I would follow the conversations among participants and, if appropriate, participate in the roundtable and hot seat debates. He agreed, and in less than two weeks I was ready to observe the first session of the mastermind group.
We first met in a conference room that had been converted into office space at the luxurious Fairmont Hotel Vancouver, situated in the bustling downtown area. The group was comprised of five people: Kenny, in the role of the moderator; Daniel, a 30-year-old graphic designer; Bianca, a 28-year-old education manager at a local educational institution; Jade, an Internet entrepreneur in her 50s; and myself. The format of the first meeting was slightly different from others, as it did not feature a hot seat but instead allowed more time for people to introduce themselves and for reviewing the mastermind ground rules. These rules included principles against discrimination and harassment, and set confidentiality rules meant to allow all participants to share their knowledge, experiences, and resources in the most open and transparent way possible. In addition to the weekly face-to-face meetings, all participants were invited to post updates and goals in a private group on Meetup. The mastermind group was supposed to last three months, for a total of seven meetings. This would have allowed everyone, except myself, to be in the hot seat twice. During the first meeting, participants were also asked to set a goal they wanted to meet at the end of the three months and a consequence in case they could not meet them.
Throughout the three months I spent with this group of people, I got to experience firsthand the motivations, the fears, and the expectations that they faced while trying to build a career in the digital and new media industries. In what follows, I reconstruct their professional trajectories as they evolved over the time we spent together.
4.1.1 Daniel and His Quest for Realization Through Work
Daniel was a graphic designer who was born and raised in Vancouver. He earned a bachelor’s degree in design from a local university of art and design and had been in the business for seven years. Right after graduation, he started working as a freelancer and later worked as an in-house designer for some local start-ups. Embarking on a career as an independent worker was, in Daniel’s case, the result of a deliberate decision. When I first met Daniel at the mastermind group, he was “in between jobs.” He had recently quit his full-time job as a front end designer, and he was freelancing while also developing his own side project. In sharing his professional biography with the other members of the mastermind, he recalled how he “never liked corporate jobs” and instead always “wanted to freelance.” He considered himself a digital visual artist, and freelancing was, in his opinion, the only way to find “visually interesting” projects to work on.
At the beginning of his freelance career, Daniel worked with a municipality in the Greater Vancouver Area on the development of a digital civic-engagement project. In his words, the project was “a great experience,” which allowed him to bootstrap his career and find new projects and clients. Confident that “one thing leads to another,” Daniel was able to build, in a relatively short time span, a portfolio of clients and earn enough money to make a living in Vancouver. In addition, freelancing allowed him to maintain a sufficiently flexible working schedule that allowed him to carve out time for pursuing his passions: “I used to work 20, 30 hours a week, the rest hiking, snowboarding, fun stuff.” However, after five years, he became overwhelmed and was consumed by the amount of corollary and unpaid labor needed to manage the administrative aspects of each project. As much as he enjoyed the creative freedom afforded by his freelance career, he decided to look for a corporate job: “I was looking for full-time work because, basically, I was not good at taxes and administration. So, I looked for a corporate job.”
It did not take Daniel long to find employment at a local start-up in the health care sector. It was, he recalled, an ambitious project, as the start-up wanted to “disrupt” the health care and insurance sectors by providing people with an easier way to choose an insurance provider and submit claims. Interestingly, he had never considered the idea of joining a start-up until he did it. The work environment, more than the actual product itself, seemed attractive and aligned with his ways of working: unscripted and creative. Moreover, joining a start-up seemed to be a great opportunity for Daniel to learn new skills and new software applications.
Joining the start-up had downsides too. It meant accepting a wage below industry standards. As a user experience (UX) designer, Daniel was making $30,000 per year, as opposed to the industry average salary of $45,000 per year for a similar position at an established company. Still, the possibility of learning new tools and experimenting with new software applications more than offset the wage gap. As Daniel told me,I joined the start-up, and I was convinced, because it took a lot of time to [sic] them [the management] to figure out what was going on [with the business]. So, I used that time to learn the tools. And it benefited me.


Daniel was motivated not only by tools and software but also by the idea of learning how to work in larger teams composed of engineers and managers. As a freelancer, he was rarely involved in teamwork: He used to serve his clients, rather than co-operating with them. Instead, in the start-up, he hoped to learn how to work following the Agile model, the software-development paradigm premised on the idea of frequent users’ testing and feedback, described in Chap. 2. Given these premises, Daniel’s expectation was to find an environment where he could express his creativity with the support of the management and development teams and without the administrative burden that comes with freelancing.
Daniel’s expectations were met, at least at the beginning of his experience. In the first months as an employed front end designer, he enjoyed a substantial degree of freedom in selecting the tools and software applications to learn and use in his job. Things were going well for Daniel. He had the chance to learn how to use Jira, a software used for organizing and prioritizing tasks, following the Agile paradigm; and how to develop mock-ups and wireframes using Sketch, a quick-prototyping tool for front end and interaction designers. He also became used to the rituals of Agile development: stand-up meetings, two-week sprints, product owners, and users’ stories. According to Daniel,The fundamentals of Agile are interesting. You stand up and talk about what are you working on and what is blocking you. That’s cool. I like the democratic nature of everybody voting on a ticket.


Following the Agile paradigm, Daniel’s work was organized into “2-week sprints.” At the beginning of each sprint, the entire team would vote on a set of functionalities, also known as user stories, to be implemented in the product over the next two weeks. Every two weeks, the team would reconvene, share the progress, release an updated version of the app, go over the new user-stories list, and prioritize the work for the following sprint.
Daniel was enjoying his role, as he was responsible for testing the product and coming up with new user stories, as well as improving the app’s interface. All was going as he wished, until, one day, the founders announced that the start-up was going to be acquired by a large company operating in the health care sector. The goal of the acquisition was to integrate the application developed by the start-up within the suite of products offered by the larger company. The acquisition was also, in Daniel’s recollection of the events, an “acquihire.” An acquihire usually serves as a way for large companies to incorporate the skills, know-how, and culture of other, usually smaller, companies. Listening to Daniel’s story, I remember thinking about how the acquisition should have been good news for a start-up employee earning less than his corporate colleagues and exposed significantly more than they were to the ebbs and flows of the market. Contrary to my expectations, it was not good news for Daniel, for whom the acquisition was a prelude to a clash between two incommensurable cultures: the corporate and the Agile. As Daniel described,It was interesting. While I was there, I saw two competing cultures. The two cultures were very different. … To me it was like a corporate culture meeting, an innovative thing. My job was still to be innovative, but translated for the corporate world.


The acquisition had direct and detrimental effects on Daniel’s experience of the work environment. Grafting the Agile framework and its associated culture onto a corporate structure led to new conflicts within the former start-up team and across the corporate hierarchy. Daniel no longer experienced the same degree of freedom in planning his work and developing his skills, which he had in the start-up days. Paradoxically, to some extent, he gained more freedom, as the new company allowed him to work remotely. Location independence, however, did not compensate for the loss of authority he experienced, especially with regard to the creation and the prioritization of user stories. He often found himself alone in advocating for his ideas to the development and the management teams:The “soft” skills were depreciated in value in an engineering, left-brain team. It was also a really hard thing to ask to [sic] decision makers, that we needed to go outside and show this stuff [the application] to people. I think it’s hard to convince an engineer that the person using the app is more important than how the app is built. … If the team you are working with has a lean mindset, an Agile mindset, you are fine, you can test stuff, but if you have a team that follows the waterfall process, then they will do A, B, and then C without users’ feedback.


As much as he tried, Daniel struggled to adapt to the new organization of labor. During his time at the start-up, the priority for Daniel was to test and iterate as fast and as frequently as possible: “You have an idea, test something, see the results, and based on that, react.” In the new corporate environment, Agile seemed to him to be nothing more than a façade. Beyond the ritual aspect of Agile, the parent company was still running according to traditional “waterfall” production logic. This paradigm, which predates Agile, is a linear process for the development and deployment of software applications. The waterfall development model begins with the definition of the specifications and ends with the delivery of the final product. The development team works on the software based on the initial agreed-upon set of specifications and releases an almost-final version only when all functionalities are implemented. At that point, the software enters two major cycles of testing (also known as Alpha and Beta stages) prior to the final release (Berry, 2011).
In the new corporate environment, the focus shifted from the development of new functions to the maintenance of the efficiency levels of existing applications. The development paradigm, therefore, reflected corporate priorities. Instead of processes that iteratively tested and measured the effectiveness and the utility of new functionalities, the workflow was heavy on protocols and accounting systems meant to safeguard the existing codebase. Daniel explained,In a start-up, you want to test if something has value. So, you are not [as] much concerned about quality as you are concerned about feedback from your customers. But for a more established product, you are more concerned about your current customers. You are not so much concerned about growth, but more about revenue streams.


The shift from growing to maintaining a software application necessarily penalized what, from Daniel’s perspective, was the most attractive and fun part of his job: prototyping and testing. Daniel experienced firsthand what labor scholar Ursula Huws (2014) calls “antagonistic imperative” (p. 101), which is the conflict between creative workers’ desire for autonomy and recognition and corporate needs to control production in order to mitigate market risks. It did not take long for Daniel to quit and go back to where he felt most comfortable: freelancing.
Daniel volunteered to be the first one in the hot seat in the second mastermind group meeting. At that time, he had just quit his corporate job and entered, for a second time, the freelance market. He appeared happy and confident that, this time, he would make it work. Since he had been out of the freelancing circle for a year—the period in which he worked as an employee—he decided to rent a desk at a local coworking space called the Fabrik. Located in an industrial area in Strathcona, the eastern part of Metro Vancouver, the Fabrik was particularly popular among creatives. Even though renting a desk at a coworking space can represent a significant expense for a freelancer (at the time of this study, a shared desk at a coworking space could range between $200 and $500 a month), the motivation to work out of a shared office is not just of a logistical nature. In Daniel’s case, he rented a desk at the Fabrik mostly because he needed to find a way to reconnect with the freelance environment. In this respect, the Fabrik was what he was looking for. In addition to casual conversation in the kitchen, Daniel often participated in the events that the Fabrik organized after work. Twice a month, he had the opportunity to interact with local start-ups, creatives, and digital practitioners. Moreover, included in the rent was an invitation to the private Fabrik Slack channel. There, in the virtual chatroom, all residents could share news about new projects, celebrate accomplishments, and publish job advertisements. Just a few weeks after having quit his previous job, Daniel was already collaborating on some projects he had found through his connections at the coworking space. The projects were interesting and, most of all, allowed him to earn enough to live in Vancouver while working the equivalent of a part-time job. As much as he appeared confident in his decision to return to freelancing, and despite the satisfaction he seemed to experience from his new working conditions, he was “investing” the remaining 20 hours per week to plan his next move. Daniel explained, “I hit the ground running. Same old same old. I am working less, doing similar money, maybe a little less. But now I am starting my own idea, and I am investing my time in my own project.”
After having experienced firsthand the hardship of being an independent worker, Daniel decided to invest time and effort in developing a platform that would allow freelancers to seek help from other freelancers. Through his side hustle, he wanted to build a co-operative marketplace where freelancers could buy, sell, or trade their services and help each other to manage the various aspects of independent labor, such as accounting, quoting, health benefits, et cetera. When we met, he already had some interactive wireframes of the platform. Moreover, he was attending a training program for small business owners developed by WorkBC, British Columbia’s provincial agency for work and employment. The course was designed to help him write a business plan and create financial projections for the first year of the business, “which is great because you can use it for investors,” as Daniel explained. His expectations were high, especially because he was planning to turn this side project into his main source of income over the next year. From my perspective, Daniel’s career appeared eclectic and surprising, especially for a person who considered himself “not a really entrepreneurial guy” and one of those who “does not love the risk.” Sitting in the hot seat, he reiterated his belief in the need to develop software around users’ needs. Therefore, he used his first hot seat session to involve us in the design process and come up with new user stories to use in the next development sprint of his marketplace.
Daniel’s second hot seat happened more than a month after the first one. For me, as an external observer not used to the practices of independent workers, it was surprising, and at times unnerving, to witness how the people I was observing could make career-changing decisions in the span of a month. When Daniel sat for his second round of “public scrutiny,” his position had changed significantly. He was still working from the Fabrik coworking space; however, he decided to sacrifice, or to put on hold, his side hustle in order to have more time to work on a big new client’s project: a blockchain-based application. He found this job through LinkedIn shortly after his first hot seat. A start-up contacted him and offered him a full-time position as an interaction designer, a position that, at a different time, he would have loved. However, working as a full-time employee would have meant having to “invest” his entire work week in a single project, a risk he was not willing to take:They wanted me to sign. … I was super nervous to work with them. I told them right away, “I am not gonna work full-time for you, no chance!” … I made a line in the sand, and right now it is working really well. My strategy is to show them that I work better like this [as a contractor] and that I do not want to be part of the machine.


The decision had a significant impact on his side project, the co-operative marketplace for freelancers he had been working on for almost two months at that point. Questioned by the other mastermind participants about his decision to give up his side project so soon, Daniel was very open and transparent about the motivations that led him to accept the new job. As much as he liked it, he felt joining a blockchain start-up would be beneficial in the long term. It was at this point that a recurrent pattern became evident to me. In a similar way that Daniel joined the start-up in the health care sector the previous year, he seemed to be attracted to this new project in part because of the possibility of learning new technologies and developing new skills. This time he was looking forward to learning more about blockchain, as he believed that this technology could somehow be applied also to his side project. This big client was, for him, a way to “learn more about blockchain and getting paid to do it.” In addition, he was very strategic and aware of the benefit that this project could have on his portfolio. In the agreement he signed at the beginning of the collaboration, Daniel asked for permission to use the company’s reference and logo in his portfolio. He was convinced that having a blockchain project at that point in time could open many doors to him for future collaborations. In a sense, his participation in a blockchain project, at a time when blockchain was on everyone’s lips but rarely seen in practice, could potentially have a compounding effect on his reputation in the years to come.
The last time we met at the mastermind group, Daniel was still working on the blockchain project. He had conducted some design sprints in which he tested some functionalities with potential customers, the kind of testing and experimenting he always enjoyed doing. He was two months away from the end of his collaboration, and he was trying to convince the founders to rehire him as a part-time remote employee. Daniel was trying to get the best of both worlds: the flexibility of freelancing without the administrative burden. His goal was to get a contract, maybe some equity that he could cash later on, and move to North Vancouver Island with his partner:My ideal would be continue working with these guys, make a good wage, keep my business alive, keep designing apps and services, and being in a position in January to start paying a mortgage instead of renting. At that point, I hope I will have enough knowledge about blockchain and be able to rebalance my efforts 50-50.


I did not meet Daniel again after our last mastermind group.

4.1.2 Bianca: Escaping the Golden Jail
I first met Bianca through Meetup in 2018. We were both members of the Growth Hacking for Start-ups meetup group. Growth Hacking was the latest and greatest marketing trend of 2017 (Ginn, 2012), and the group mainly discussed how to develop and test stratagems and tactics for increasing the user base of a product or service. I asked to join the group, as I thought it would be a good way to hang out with independent workers trying to launch and market their products and services. As usual, after joining the group, I posted a message on the discussion board introducing myself and my research, and inviting everyone to contact me in case they were interested and available for an in-person interview:Hello everyone, Alberto here. I am a PhD student at SFU. In my research, I study the work practices of freelancers, entrepreneurs and start-up employees. If you want to help me with my research, let’s chat tomorrow. If you want to read more about my project, here is my development blog: https://​labora.​co/​. See you tomorrow.


Bianca replied via direct message, saying that she was available and happy to sit down for a coffee. A week later, I met with her at CTRL+, a local coding boot camp where she was working as a career consultant. The CTRL+ facilities were located in a brownstone building on Hastings Street, at the edge of the Downtown East Side, Vancouver’s oldest residential neighborhood and home to the city’s most economically marginalized population (Barnes & Hutton, 2009, p. 1248). Originally founded in Vancouver, CTRL+ had recently opened new branches in Toronto, Ottawa, Calgary, Montreal, and Victoria. The school (although they never use this term to refer to themselves) organized three-week-long intensive courses, lasting 12 hours a day (or, in CTRL+ jargon, coding boot camps), meant to provide students with basic coding skills. Students could choose among technology-specific curricula: either JavaScript, iOS, or HTML/CSS. As Bianca explained to me, the goal of the school was not so much to cover the theoretical aspects of coding, as a computer scientist or software engineer would do in academic courses. Rather, Bianca continued, CTRL+ aimed to train their students “to think as a developer” and teach them “good habits, so that when they are out in the real world they will be able to think as a developer would.” I already knew CTRL+ when I met Bianca, as I used to attend their demo nights regularly—monthly events at which the students of the graduating cohort present their course projects in front of an audience of friends, family, and potential employers.
When I first met Bianca, she introduced me to the school’s curricula and teaching philosophy, and gave me a tour of the offices. We then sat down for an interview in one of their meeting rooms overlooking the Woodward’s Building, a former department store now turned into a residential-commercial-educational complex and a living testament of the gentrification process involving the Downtown East Side (Kenny, 2016). Prior to joining CTRL+, Bianca worked in the human resources department of a large mining corporation in British Columbia. She had never enjoyed the “traditional and conservative” work environment, which she described as “super male dominated, an old-boys-club kind of thing”—which was probably why the news that she was going to be laid off sounded to her as liberation and an opportunity to move to a new work environment. That is when she joined CTRL+, which, at that time in 2017, was in its early stage. She was the third employee, and the school had only one office in Vancouver. Moving from a large corporation in the resource-extraction sector to a new company—a start-up, as she defined CTRL+—in the educational sector was a significant career shift. At the time we spoke, she had been working for CTRL+ for about three years, and she had experienced the company’s start-up and growth phases. Asked about her memories as an early employee, Bianca told me, with a hint of nostalgia, how much she loved being part of a small team of highly motivated people: “It definitely used to be more start-uppie and is now more processes driven. Now, it’s more than just five people in a room working late into the night.”
Asked about what she meant by “start-uppie,” Bianca described it as a moment in time, as a period when the entire CTRL+ team “acted as one,” and when everyone did what they felt was the right thing to do, rather than what they were supposed to do. She described it as a time when she could feel the thrill of contributing to the success of CTRL+. Interestingly, Bianca still described CTRL+ as a start-up, mostly because the management team was “lean” (20 employees in Vancouver), without bureaucracy, and with a “flat structure.” Moreover, as with all good start-ups, CTRL+ adopted the test-measure-iterate paradigm as described and prescribed by the Lean Startup method. The school constantly tracked and measured the performance of both courses and instructors in order to tweak their educational offerings and improve the courses’ curricula. Interestingly, none of CTRL+’s permanent staff are instructors; these are contract workers, usually developers working at local tech companies, who are hired as instructors as a side gig. As Bianca put it, “CTRL+ is a school without teachers.”
Despite the flat structure and the start-up spirit reflected in the informal work environment, Bianca felt her job had changed significantly over the years. On the one hand, her working conditions improved over time, as she no longer had to do all the work alone and could delegate a good share of it to her colleagues. On the other hand, she had a “sense that things are always changing, and we are always exploring new programs”; but she could neither participate in nor influence where the school was going. As the company grew, its governance was split from the day-to-day operations and centralized into a “leadership team” composed of the founders and a general manager. Hence, Bianca had limited influence over the strategic decisions made by the leadership team. While she still described the school as a start-up, she felt that the start-up attitude—the “do whatever you think is gonna work” spirit—had faded.
To counter the dissatisfaction and lack of motivation she experienced in her job, Bianca confessed to me that she was thinking about launching her own business. She started participating in meetups as a way for her to get to know new people and to scout for business opportunities. Moreover, working in a tech hub like CTRL+, she was in a strategic position to find people to partner with and start side hustles. Just a few months before I met her, Bianca had explored with a colleague the possibility of launching an e-commerce business for beauty products. After having conducted some initial market research, the two realized that the probability of succeeding was so low that it was not worth investing time, effort, and money in the project. While that project never took off, the experience changed Bianca’s perspective about her job and her career. She explained,I definitely had a dream of becoming an entrepreneur, but my mindset was not quite there yet. I was not mentally ready to launch into this huge journey because I believe entrepreneurship, in its many different forms, is a huge personal development tool. You change, and you grow, and you do so many different things that you must adapt to in order to be successful. I was not quite there yet at that time.


The next time I saw Bianca was at the first meeting of our mastermind group, two months after our interview at CTRL+. The first mastermind was an opportunity for me to hear about the latest updates on her professional plans. I was not completely surprised to hear that she was already working on a new side project two months after our first interview. She decided to abandon her plan of creating an e-commerce business and instead pursued becoming a web publisher. Just like Kenny did at the beginning of his career, Bianca also wanted to create a network of websites—blogs, in this case—to monetize through advertising. This time she was so committed that she had already resigned from her job at CTRL+. Moreover, she had already booked a flight to Chiang Mai, Thailand, where she was planning to develop her network of blogs by using the savings she had accrued during her three years as an employee at CTRL+.
The idea of quitting her job and drastically changing her career materialized while Bianca was attending the Nomad Summit conference in Las Vegas, a yearly conference for digital nomads and online entrepreneurs. There, she had the chance to meet people from across the world—although predominantly from North America—and to hear about their experiences as location-independent Internet entrepreneurs. After the summit, she realized that to reignite her passion for work she needed to follow her “entrepreneurial spirit” and quit her current job. Understandably, Bianca was concerned about leaving steady employment and embarking on a risky, new entrepreneurial journey. To push herself out of her comfort zone, she believed she had to create a point of no return. As start-up circles often say, she had to burn her ship like the Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés—allegedly—did off the coast of Mexico. In her specific case, burning the ship meant submitting her resignation letter to CTRL+ and booking a flight to Chiang Mai even before having a plan for the development of her network. The decision to move to Thailand was not casual. As I learned from my previous conversation with Kenny, geoarbitrage is a standard practice among digital nomads. Baselining in Chiang Mai would have allowed Bianca to put her “savings [to] work” instead of letting them idle in her bank account or, far worse, burning them to cover the costs of living in an expensive city in the Global North. The decision was so abrupt that, when we met for the first mastermind meeting, she was still working for CTRL+, but her mind was already set on her next step:Why am I spending eight-plus hours working when I could be working on my own thing, and I can be that much further? I am scared, yes. It could very well not work out the way I imagined it to be. But I also think, I am single, I do not have kids, I am not married, I have a mortgage, but, whatever—I can always sell it [the apartment]. It’s almost the perfect stage in my life to be taking such a huge risk. I just want it.


Considering her savings and the baseline costs of living in Chiang Mai, Bianca estimated that she would have roughly nine months of runway (in start-up lingo, the span of time a project can survive without being profitable). Her decision to move also had repercussions on the mastermind group. Since she was supposed to leave three weeks after the first mastermind, she asked to join the following ones via Skype from Chiang Mai. The group agreed, on the condition that she would have one in-person hot seat before leaving.
Bianca volunteered to be in the hot seat at the third mastermind meeting. At that time, she was preparing for her imminent departure and relocation to Chiang Mai. Curious about the destination, I asked her why she chose that city in particular. She told me she had visited Chiang Mai in the past, really enjoyed it, and felt it could be a safe place to live. Although she considered other places, especially in South America (Medellín, Colombia) and Eastern Europe (Budapest, Hungary, and Prague, Czech Republic), she eventually opted for Thailand, mostly because of her familiarity with Asian cultures (her family is originally from Hong Kong) and the cost of living. But, most of all, Chiang Mai made it to the top of her list because over the years, the city has become a hub for digital nomads. According to Bianca, “If my goal is to network with other like-minded people and be around other nomads, I need to be where they are, right?” In preparation for her departure, she was connecting with local communities of start-up entrepreneurs and freelancers on Meetup and Facebook. She joined several groups and was confident it would not be too difficult to transition to a new life and get to know other expats pursuing an untraditional career as an Internet entrepreneur. To get a sense of her expectations, I asked her to describe how the best-case scenario would look like to her:The best-case scenario would be I find people who are, like, a few steps ahead of me, who have finished that grind and have that steady income coming in. … Maybe they can help me with my journey and help me build my business.


As with many independent workers I have encountered throughout my research, Bianca, too, was already calculating her possible future moves. To her, Chiang Mai seemed to be a temporary stop in a longer journey, and she did not exclude the possibility of upgrading and “leveling up” in the future and moving to a more expensive destination.
I then tried to get a sense of the motivations that pushed Bianca to embark on this professional and personal journey. On the one hand, less-than-ideal working conditions played a big role in her decision to abandon CTRL+ and start a career as an independent worker. While at CTRL+, she could not see a way to develop her career in a way that was meaningful to her. Remaining at CTRL+ would have meant having to work the same job in the years to come, “doing the same thing every single day,” according to Bianca. Quitting and joining another company would not have solved the problem either. She was tired of trying to climb the corporate ladder, of “having to always look for that next step” and eventually always ending up in similar alienating working conditions, where she felt she did not have a role or a voice in building the company’s future. Quitting was not an easy decision, yet Bianca described her choice to start a new career as liberating and a “no-brainer” kind of decision: “I am walking away from something that is pretty stable and financially rewarding, but I feel I am willingly going to jail every day, if that makes any sense. … ‘Here, put handcuffs on me,’” she said while theatrically surrendering her wrists.
On the other hand, part of the motivation to leave CTRL+ came from Bianca’s entrepreneurial drive, from her desire to engage in a thrilling professional and personal adventure. I already knew from previous conversations with her that she dreamed of becoming an entrepreneur and developing her own business. For Bianca, starting a career as a location-independent worker meant having the possibility to explore new places, meet new people, and experience new things. It also meant entering a period of intense work, self-sacrifice, and, more profoundly, a transition to a different professional subjectivity. This metamorphosis started with incorporating as a business in British Columbia before leaving Canada. Although she did not need to do it, she thought this would put her in the right mindset. According to Bianca, she was now “legit, an actual business,” and her hope was that such a new professional self-definition would help her to think and act like a business. As such, she was getting ready to “bootstrap” her business and take all the responsibility for it: “If I succeed, it’s on me, but if I fail, it’s also on me. I’m just solely accountable for everything that will happen.”
It was when Kenny asked her what her long-term plan was that I was able to grasp a fundamental similarity between Bianca and Daniel in the way they described and experienced their professional identities. In Daniel’s case, professional realization was defined as the possibility of working on clients’ projects that were visually engaging and seeing his side project—the marketplace for freelancers—come to completion. To achieve realization, Daniel felt compelled to accept jobs not because of their economic value but because of the learning potential they offered. For example, in his first start-up job, Daniel accepted a salary significantly below market level in exchange for the chance to learn new software and design practices. In the case of the blockchain project, his main motivation was the opportunity to become familiar with a technology that would potentially be relevant in the future.
In Bianca’s case, the plan she described to Kenny consisted of building a network of websites in the span of 12 to 18 months. This meant outsourcing the creation of new content to remote freelance writers so that she could progressively withdraw from the day-to-day operations involved in the publication of new articles. According to her plan, the network would break even (i.e., generate enough money to cover all expenses) at Month 12 and, in the subsequent six months, generate enough surplus revenue to allow her to live in Chiang Mai. With an established Internet business covering all her expenses, Bianca would eventually have enough time and resources to repeat the process and bootstrap a second network of websites—or an entirely new business. Interestingly, she hardly mentioned the topics for the websites she intended to launch, and she was open about lacking expertise or experience in the niches she wanted to target. The decision on how many and which websites to build was based exclusively on their economic dimension, that is, content-creation costs and advertising-revenue forecasts. As she talked about her future networks, Bianca described them as “assets” capable of generating “passive income,” that is, generating revenue without requiring her to work on them.
In Daniel’s and Bianca’s descriptions of their plans, the idea of engaging in a project, either as an independent worker or as an employee, was described as an opportunity to gain the resources and the skills necessary to engage with more interesting projects in the future. In Bianca’s case, the development of value-generating assets would have allowed her to dedicate time and resources to new businesses. In Daniel’s case, learning new and cutting-edge technical skills would have allowed him to work on more visually engaging projects in the future. Central to this project-oriented thinking is the idea of portfolio (Neely, 2020), understood as a collection of diversified skills, achievements, and work experiences that independent practitioners such as Bianca and Daniel deem important with respect to their ability to land new projects. Based on my interactions with Bianca and Daniel, building a portfolio of skills looked like an exercise that involves taking risks and thus requires strategic investments of time, effort, and resources.
I followed up by asking Bianca what her main fears were before starting this journey. She did not have many concerns. Quite the opposite, she was confident that she was going to succeed. At the same time, she was very open about—and ready to face—the idea of failing. What she feared the most was not failing per se but rather being unfairly judged by her peers who did not share, or could not understand, her decision to abandon a stable job. She could already imagine what former colleagues at CTRL+ would think once they learned about her decision to become a location-independent worker: “‘Digital nomad’ [sarcastic tone], you’re just really a backpacker with a laptop that’s not making money. And then, eventually, you’ll go back to your home country and get a job.” Because of that, Bianca had shared her decision to move to Chiang Mai only with her closest friends. Her anxiety about being misjudged by friends and former colleagues was balanced, in part, by her confidence in her ability to “reinvent” herself in case things did not go as planned.
The last time I met with Bianca was during her second hot seat session. This time she joined the mastermind via Skype, as she had already moved to Chiang Mai. When we spoke, she had been living in Thailand for almost three weeks. Since her arrival, she had started attending meetups and events organized by expats working as location-independent entrepreneurs. Networking was a fundamental part of her days, but Bianca explained that it soon became overwhelming and too distracting: “There are so many meetup groups. … Everybody here is also new, and everybody wants to connect.”
On both personal and professional levels, Bianca was very proud of the transformation she experienced in becoming a location-independent entrepreneur. Before her move, she used to downplay—to herself and to others—the relevance of her side hustle: “I’m just working on a couple of websites,” she used to say to friends and colleagues, in an attempt to gloss over her side project. Three weeks into her new career, she felt secure and proud of her new professional subject position: “I’m an affiliate marketer. That’s what I do. It is still very early stages, but that’s what I’m doing.” This affirmation of her new professional subject position came at the expense of the previous one. She disconnected from all her former colleagues at CTRL+ because she feared they could pull her back into her old nonentrepreneurial mindset.
Concerning her project, Bianca was finally “settling into a routine and actually producing content on a schedule.” She was in the proverbial “grind phase,” trying to bootstrap her business while reducing her expenses to the bare minimum. This meant setting up the first website with WordPress, a popular content management system for blogs, and writing the first articles, optimizing them in order to rank on search engines, and animating the social media channels connected to the website, all while trying to establish a routine in an attempt to cope with her precarious working conditions. Bianca was particularly frustrated by the lack of an office space. After having tried some local coworking offices, she ended up working either from home or from coffee shops. This solution was working but not optimal; she preferred instead to establish a routine that would allow her to have enough time to unwind in the evening, explaining,Basically, work as if it’s like a normal job, like a 9–5 or 10–6 type of job. And then, at night, break from screens, ’cause it’ll get a little bit too much. So far, that hasn’t quite happened, but that’s my ideal.


She also used her second hot seat as a way to gather feedback on her websites and find ways to improve them. Bianca’s goal was to publish her tenth article by the end of the week, fine-tune the look and feel of the website, and then find and hire a freelance writer who could write articles and accelerate the expansion of the website. By the end of the three-month mastermind, she had earned her first few advertising dollars. I remained in touch with her throughout the following months, mostly via the Meetup group forum.

4.1.3 Jade: Start-Up and Disillusionment
Jade was an Internet entrepreneur in her 50s. I met her at an event on the future of labor, organized by my university in 2017. That night I showcased some visualizations I created using the data extracted from the Meetup API (application programming interface) Archiver (see Chap. 3 for a description of the tool). During the networking session that followed the presentations, Jade and I chatted about the state of the Vancouver tech industry and of the marketing campaign launched by the city council and the Vancouver Economic Commission to promote Vancouver as a “Startup city” (an initiative described above in Sect. 3.​5). Jade was definitely older than the other people at meetups, and her perspective on the possibility of establishing a thriving start-up ecosystem ran counter to the general enthusiasm I usually perceived when talking to other Internet entrepreneurs, freelancers, and aspiring start-up funders. When we met, Jade was working on an online tool to retrieve and analyze data from Twitter (the platform now known as X). In many ways, her business idea and my research project had much in common. We were both struggling to understand how to retrieve data reliably from online platforms, how to analyze them, and how to visualize the results. In addition, Jade was facing the challenge of packaging the tool as a product—more precisely, as a software as a service (SaaS)—and selling it to potential customers.
Jade and I stayed in contact over the following months, and when Kenny asked me to invite people to his mastermind group, I thought Jade could benefit from receiving the support of other independent workers and experienced Internet entrepreneurs. Jade gladly accepted and agreed to be the last one to take a turn in the hot seat. This is how she introduced herself:Hi everyone! Well … you already know me—I am Jade. I was born and raised in Vancouver. I’ve been in tech for … as long as I remember. I was among the first editors on the West Coast for Betakit [a popular Canadian start-up and innovation online magazine]. I wrote for TechVibes [a now defunct tech magazine] as well.
In my corporate life, I used to work as sales manager for a company manufacturing medical devices. I quit my corporate job in 2009 to launch my first start-up, a social media monitoring tool. It was a great ride. We built it in 2009, and sold it in 2010. After the exit, I did lots of volunteer work: I organized the first edition of the Vancouver Startup Week, I taught entrepreneurship at a coding boot camp school.
Then I went through some hard moments: a divorce, a cofounder leaving with my intellectual property. But here I am in 2019, trying to regain some of my footing. I have been fairly resilient. If you think about the notion of failure, the issue is accepting failure, and understand. The forgetting is critical. Now I am trying to start anew. I developed a new social media app for mapping and visualizing online communities using Twitter.


Kenny interceded and asked Jade what pushed her to accept the invitation to join and what she was looking to obtain by participating in the group. She replied,I want conversations with mentors and advisers, people who can kick me hard. I want to take ownership and embrace failure and use it to grow. For too long I have been making excuses of why things are not working the way I want, and this is immature.


During the first hot seat, Jade demoed her Twitter analytics tool and sought feedback from other participants on how to improve it. Daniel suggested revisiting the user interface to make it more user-friendly. He even volunteered to sketch some wireframes for the next meeting. Kenny, however, was more interested in Jade’s tool business model. He thought the tool was interesting, but he wondered whether it could scale given its current state of development. The tool, in fact, was in an embryonal stage. Every time a user wanted to sign up for the tool, Jade had to create their account manually and provide them with training—usually delivered via Zoom—on how to use the tool’s many features. According to Kenny, it was essential to streamline the onboarding process and asked Jade whether it was worth considering the possibility of raising some capital to develop a more user-friendly and scalable Version 2.0. Jade’s reaction to Kenny’s question was firm:There is this concern about always raising money. If you go to business, do business, for God’s sake. Do something people will pay money for. I know it’s hard, but I believe it’s time to grow and to go beyond the TechCrunch [a popular start-up magazine and conference] idea of “go big or go home.”


Jade then asked participants to brainstorm ideas on how to market her tool for her next hot seat: “Give me ideas. What would you do if you were me? How would you sell this thing [the social media monitoring app]? How much would you charge for it?”
In the three weeks in between her two hot seat sessions, Jade and I spoke several times. She shared how draining her new business had been. She had a rough start to the year and soon realized that the development of the tool was not heading in the right direction. She spent the entire summer developing a new business proposal. The new business model was not based on simply selling the app but also involved consulting and analysis services that she would provide to customers. Now, near the end of the third quarter, Jade felt that she had more “revenue opportunities in the pipeline than ever.” Yet, the economic sustainability of the project was nowhere in sight. By attending the mastermind group, she hoped to find inspiration for new monetization models.
When we sat down for Jade’s second hot seat, Kenny and Bianca were eager to share some ideas about how to monetize her app. “I really think you should go for a freemium model,” Bianca said. Bianca offered,Just like Hootsuite [the popular social media management app company based in Vancouver and described above in Sect. 3.​4], you could offer a free version that everyone can use and make some functionalities available only to paid users. Charge something like $9.99 a month for the Pro versions and try to push as many users as possible to upgrade from the free to Pro plan.


Kenny seconded Bianca’s opinion:Yeah, provide your users with a self-serve free version and then offer them a premium plan with additional features and access to more data. With a highly targeted advertising campaign on Google and meticulous control of the return of investment, you can scale users and revenues without taking too many risks.


Interestingly, both Bianca and Kenny saw, in the app, the opportunity to build a scalable business model. The vision they offered Jade echoed the fantasies of infinite replicability, which animated the spirits of early Internet entrepreneurs in the dot-com era. Jade, however, was not fully convinced that this was the way to develop her business. She replied,I don’t know. I am not sure this is the way I want to go. Sure, selling lots of Pro subscriptions would be nice and profitable. But is it all about scale? I think we have to rethink scalability and think more in terms of value. If something I am doing is not scalable, well, I can automate something, but I can also move up to the value chain. The information my tool is collecting has an enormous value. That’s why I decided to make a shift in the business model. So, right now I am not marketing the app as a stand-alone tool. Instead, I want to sell it only to selected large customers and provide them with high-level consulting and analysis services. I know it’s time-consuming and not scalable, but I find this business way more interesting than just selling the latest widget to millions of people.


In addition, Jade had reservations that extended beyond the sustainability of the business model. She was concerned about the possibility that her tool could be misused by malicious actors:My tool can be a social-surveillance tool. I want to make sure it is not used for these goals. We have seen waves of authoritarianism on both end[s] of the spectrum; these are very concerning trends. And these are things I am asking myself. In my quest to build a business, can I compromise my personal values? Do I want to build something that reflects this unicorns-and-rainbows narrative, or I am asking myself, Does this really need to exist?


I found Jade’s response to Bianca and Kenny’s argument quite intriguing and somewhat unexpected. It was the first time I had heard someone challenge the notion that having a scalable business model is always necessary and should be pursued at all costs. Instead of prioritizing scalability, Jade questioned whether the business she was building was something she truly wanted to do and whether it aligned with her personal values.
I stayed in touch with Jade after the last mastermind session. She was determined to provide strategic and high value-added consulting services, and with the help of her expertise and tools for data collection and analysis, she had the chance to collaborate with policy makers, open-source intelligence (OSINT) organizations, and think tanks. This was her final business venture, as she retired four years after the final mastermind session.


4.2 Being in the Start-Up Episteme
The stories of Kenny, Bianca, Daniel, and Jade foreground three regularities that are central to the start-up episteme and have a profound impact on digital and knowledge workers’ professional subjectivities: projectivity, bootstrapping, and assetization.
4.2.1 Projectivity
I have vivid memories of attending a meetup event at a local start-up incubator. During the event, I saw a phrase written on a whiteboard that caught my attention: “Up to the right!” Initially, it seemed like an obscure slogan left by someone on a whiteboard, but I later realized that it was the perfect metaphor to describe my participants’ expectations about their careers. In business lingo, “up to the right” refers to the possibility of a business achieving exponential growth, usually in terms of revenue, over a certain period of time. The phrase describes the exponential growth curve, which, in the classic dual-axis chart, starts at the intersection of the axis, remains nearly flat for some time, and then curves sharply upward, appearing almost vertical in the upper right corner (Fig. 4.1). Such an exponential conception of growth is reminiscent of the dot-com-era aspirations for increasing positive returns, made possible by the combined effects of demand- and supply-side economies of scale. Talking to aspiring Internet entrepreneurs, freelancers, and digital workers, I found this aspiration for exponential growth to be still relevant and influential not only in business management but also in how people plan their careers. I call this predisposition toward the future projectivity.[image: Graph showing an exponential curve on an X-Y chart. The curve starts near the origin, gradually increases, and then rises steeply as it moves to the right. The X-axis and Y-axis are both labeled with arrows, indicating positive directions.]
Fig. 4.1Projectivity: an inclination toward the future that reflects a desire for rapid and exponential growth


In project-management literature, the term projectivity refers to the process of imagining a desired future state and articulating it to others through storytelling (Winch, 2023, p. 36). Building partly on this acceptation, I use “projectivity” to describe how my participants thought about their futures and devised plans of actions for achieving them. In addition, the conception of projectivity that I advance here emphasizes how this future-oriented form of thinking and planning is often nonlinear and involves aspirations for exponential growth in personal, economic, or professional terms. Projectivity, along with two other concepts, bootstrapping and assetization, not only helps individuals conceive of futures as radically different from their present but also helps them cope with the fears and concerns that such futures evoke.
Instances of projectivity emerged in my fieldwork in conversation with Kenny and Bianca. They described their careers as a series of stages, where each step provided the resources, skills, and experiences required to move to the next level. Kenny, for example, tried to push his business beyond linearity by expanding his network of websites and then entering the e-commerce industry. Similarly, Bianca was looking forward to kick-starting her online publishing project with the goal of making it the first step of a virtuous growth cycle. Both Kenny and Bianca were aware of the need to experiment in order to find the perfect business model, one that could be replicated, scaled, and outsourced at some point. The nonlinearity of their orientation toward the future became evident in the exchange they had with Jade during her hot seat session. While Bianca and Kenny emphasized the need to develop a scalable business model for the app—one that was not dependent on labor-intensive consulting services—Jade’s assessment was influenced by other values, such as her concern that her application could be used as a surveillance tool. Jade was skeptical about the Silicon Valley–inspired “unicorns-and-rainbows” narrative about exponential growth. She wanted her application to be a means for collaborating with organizations and institutions that she respected. Therefore, her business model was designed to scale linearly and at the pace of her consulting service.
To summarize, projectivity is an inclination toward the future that reflects a desire for rapid and exponential growth. This inclination toward the future is reminiscent of the dot-com era’s dreams of infinite scalability and often develops in response to working conditions that prevent people from building fulfilling careers. In this regard, Bianca’s experience at CTRL+ and Kenny’s at Facebook speak to the urge they felt to leave corporate jobs that were unable to provide them with growth perspectives, even if this meant leaving well-paid, stable employment and expose themselves to entrepreneurial risks.

4.2.2 Bootstrapping
Bootstrapping can be understood as the temporal axis, the chronotope (Bakhtin, 2008), of projectivity. The idea of bootstrapping that I propose here refers to the tendency of my participants to treat every professional experience or project as a small experiment. This is a strategy to both pursue and de-risk the quest for exponential growth of projectivity.
Colloquially, “bootstrap” is used as part of a common phrase, originally referring to an impossible act but now referring to succeeding without outside help, as in, “Pull yourself up by your bootstraps.” In computer science, bootstrap is the process by which software is loaded into memory and executed (Buchholz, 1953). In statistics, “bootstrap” indicates a statistical procedure for increasing a sample size by generating simulated samples (Hall, 1994), while in start-up entrepreneurship, bootstrapping is the act of launching a new business without the support of external financing (Cornwall, 2010). In The Lean Startup, the idea of bootstrapping surfaces in the way Eric Ries (2011) describes the build-measure-learn loop. The bootstrapping concept can be found in the possibility of putting an idea into motion by means of cyclical experimentation in order to achieve validation. Ries argued that such an iterative cycle of constant learning and adaptation is a fundamental aspect of every successful start-up. This concept is so central to the point that Ries defined start-up as every organization driven by cyclical learning experiments, regardless of the “size of the company, the industry, or the sector of the economy” (p. 27). The process begins with an idea, which is then translated into a minimum viable product (MVP; see Sect. 2.​4.​2 for a definition of the term) and tested against users’ expectations. MVPs are developed to “start the process of learning as quickly as possible” (p. 93). If MVPs provide some sort of functionality to their users, they do it exclusively with the aim to “test fundamental business hypotheses” (p. 94). An MVP is neither a product meant to be sold nor a prototype “evaluated solely for internal quality by engineers and designers” (p. 77). It is a transient artifact meant to generate the knowledge needed to inform the development of the next iteration of the MVP. The more efficient and leaner the procedure for testing business ideas is, the higher the number of iterations the MVP can go through, and the quicker validation (or nonvalidation) can be achieved.
The Lean Startup temporal dimension resonates with, and is indebted to, the Agile framework for software development. This framework rejects the long-term planning of waterfall-inspired development methods and instead advances a conception of software development as a recursive experiment (Hohl et al., 2018). Lean approaches to business development and Agile methodologies for software engineering, in turn, build on concepts popularized by design thinking scholars. Among them, Richard Buchanan (1992) described design as an iterative process of sense making, a process in which problem and resolution go hand in hand, and are re-evaluated periodically through placements, that is, signs, things, actions, and thoughts giving “context or orientation to thinking” (p. 13), but also creating opportunities for “new perception of that situation and, hence, a new possibility to be tested” (p. 13). Throughout the design process, the development of transient objects such as prototypes is meant to elicit new information about the problem space and orient the designer toward new questions. The results are consecutive cycles of idea production, consequence prediction, testing, and evaluation (Johansson-Sköldberg et al., 2013).
A similar iterative and contingent process of sense making also emerged in my participants’ description of their own careers and in the way they articulated their future storytelling. For example, in talking about her time at CTRL+, Bianca described how, in the early stage of her career, she felt her role was to experiment, test, measure results, and repeat in an attempt to help CTRL+ grow. However, her job changed as the company matured and decisions were delegated to the executive board. If, on the one hand, she was relieved by less stressful working conditions, on the other hand, in her new role as career consultant, she also missed the sense of empowerment that she experienced in the early days of CTRL+. Once Bianca’s role was codified and formalized, all that was left for her was to execute the tasks she was responsible for—doing the work rather than doing “whatever you think is gonna work.” As an employee with a clearly defined job description, she felt as if she was idling, and that feeling foreclosed any opportunity for new breakthroughs. In other words, Bianca lost projectivity, the predisposition toward nonlinear growth that motivated her to give all that she had in the early days of CTRL+. To compensate for the lack of projectivity at work, she engaged in several side businesses that allowed her to reignite the bootstrap process, recover a nonlinear predisposition toward the future, and eventually quit her job in an attempt to transition to an entirely new and career path—a career as a self-employed digital nomad.
Bianca’s experience was echoed by Daniel’s, who decided to quit his job when the health care start-up he was working for was acquired by a large company in the same industry. In his case, the new management’s priority to preserve the existing codebase did not offer him enough opportunities to learn new technologies and design methods, which he deemed essential to future-proof his employability and grow as a professional in unanticipated directions. As a result, he decided to quit his corporate job and return to freelancing, where he felt he had more opportunities for his career to make a radical shift, despite the increased exposure to risk. The stories of Daniel and Bianca point to my participants’ need to engage in the kind of experimental work that they consider fundamental for their projectivity but is not always part of their everyday jobs. As the experiences of the mastermind group members illustrate, a steady salary, health benefits, and stable employment were not enough to compensate for the lack of opportunities to participate in experimental work. On the contrary, economic and employment stability allowed my participants to devote or, more aptly, to invest their nonworking time in new projects. These projects often served as starting points for new cycles of experimentation, which allowed my participants to bootstrap new independent careers as consultants, freelancers, and digital nomads.
It is worth noting how this way of approaching each project as an experiment helped participants cope with the fears and concerns evoked by nonlinear expectations about the future—fears that are extraneous to the world of regular employment, with its perceived linear career paths. Bianca’s fear and excitement about leaving Vancouver to start a career as a digital nomad in Chiang Mai is a testimony to the turmoil these expectations generate. The contingent and tactical experimentations of bootstrapping helped her and the other participants cope with these affective states. Although most of the participants described each new project or work experience as an attempt to build a scalable business model, they were also aware that things might not have worked out as planned. Yet, despite these fears, they remained confident in their ability to “reinvent themselves,” as Bianca said, and start again in case of failure. Undergirding this confidence was their ability to constantly launch or participate in new projects as a way to differentiate risks, keep the bootstrapping process in motion, and remain open to pivoting in new directions (Fig. 4.2).[image: Line graph depicting an X-Y chart with multiple peaks of varying heights. The graph shows a series of oscillations that increase in amplitude towards the right side, indicating a trend of rising values. The axes are unlabelled.]
Fig. 4.2Bootstrapping: the iterative process aimed at launching new projects in the attempt to build scalable business models



4.2.3 Assetization
Listening to my participants’ stories, I considered their decisions to start careers as independent workers as attempts to escape alienating corporate positions and engage in meaningful work that provided them with a sense of fulfillment. Yet, their descriptions of their independent projects or future plans as independent workers left me wondering, then, what professional fulfillment and realization really meant to them.
For instance, Daniel was eager to work on a blockchain project not because he was particularly interested in the company that had hired him or its mission. Actually, he never mentioned anything about the company except that it was a blockchain-based company. The true value of that work experience for him was the opportunity to learn a new skill and enhance his own portfolio. Similarly, Bianca described her project of launching a blog network as a way to create a cash flow that would allow her to develop an even larger network in the future. She had little or no interest in what the network was about, and the decision about the blogs’ content was based on a cost-benefit analysis. In a similar fashion, Kenny admittedly had very little interest in his first network of websites. He did not see himself as an Internet publisher. Instead, he described himself as an entrepreneur. Web publishing happened to be his first business, his launching pad, which allowed and motivated him to move to e-commerce later in his career. The disconnection between Kenny, Bianca, and Daniel and the content—the substance—of their independent jobs is meaningful, especially considering that the impetus to engage in these work experiences came from their desire to escape what they perceived as unfulfilling and alienating corporate careers. How does one make sense, then, of the apparent discrepancy between my participants’ willingness to engage in fulfilling careers and the reality of their independent jobs, which often focused on projects substantively irrelevant to them?
This leads me to the third regularity of the start-up episteme, assetization. In simple financial terms, an asset refers to any possession that holds value (Black et al., 2009). Assets come in various forms, including real assets, such as land, buildings, and equipment, and financial assets, such as cash, stocks, and bonds. Science and technology scholars Kean Birch and Fabian Muniesa (2020) offered a compelling perspective by advancing a processual understanding of assets. They used the term to indicate the various financial and cultural practices that turn things into revenue, rent, or yield streams. According to Birch and Muniesa, almost anything can be made into an asset: from tangible objects, such as production plants, to intangible objects, such as a brands or intellectual properties, to natural resources, such as forests and ore deposits. Importantly, Birch and Muniesa indicated the possibility for personal traits, habits, and skills to be turned into assets too. In all these cases, assets are never found. In other words, asset is not an intrinsic property of some resources; rather, assets are always socially constructed as such (a process also known as assetization). Turning an object into an asset entails investing labor and capital upfront in the attempt to extract value, in the form of revenue, yields, or rent streams, over the assetized resource and to secure future ownership over such stream.
In regard to the experiences of the people I met throughout my research journey, the concept of assetization is helpful in understanding how the participants approached each new project. The value of the work experiences in which my participants engaged was measured not only in economic terms but also in their potential to create future returns. For example, Daniel was eager to work on a blockchain project not because of his interest in this technology for commercial applications; the real value of that experience came from the chance for him to learn a new skill and position himself at the forefront of technical development. This would have, in turn, increased his chances to work on interesting and larger projects in the future. Expressed differently, the skills learned in the blockchain project would become an asset from which Daniel could extract future value in the form of a higher salary or commission fees. Similarly, Kenny stressed the importance of building business models that could be easily standardized, packaged, outsourced, and scaled.
The tendency to treat each project as an asset emerged clearly when mastermind participants differentiated between working in a business and working on a business. Developing scalable projects—that is, projects capable of generating returns that are more than proportional to the amount of work, time, and resources invested in them—meant, to my participants, investing labor in developing a technology, a product, a service, or a skill, while at the same time being able to maintain an alterity relation their work. In this context, alterity means approaching one’s work from a position of quasi-otherness, where one remains agnostic toward their own skills (Lesage & Lusoli, 2024). It involves treating each professional experience as an opportunity to create a scalable system of capital accumulation, without becoming an essential and constitutive part of it (Fig. 4.3). Those who fail at doing so would end up tangled in the operations of work (the working in), thus preventing them from investing their time and labor in scaling it (the working on) or seeking new and potentially more profitable projects.[image: A line graph with a solid black line showing an upward trend with multiple peaks and valleys, overlaid with a series of dotted rectangular bars that increase in height, indicating a pattern of growth. The x-axis and y-axis are marked with arrows, suggesting the graph represents data over time or another variable.]
Fig. 4.3Assetization: treating each professional experience or project as an attempt to create a scalable system of capital accumulation without becoming a constitutive and essential part of it


The exchange between Jade and the other mastermind participants exemplifies the difference between these two attitudes. Jade was vocal about her desire to market her Twitter analytics tool in conjunction with high-level consultancy services. She wanted her tool to be a way to establish relations with relevant organizations and institutions and to engage in what she thought was meaningful work. Following the work in/on distinction, she wanted to work in her business even if that came at the expense the operations’ scalability. She took pride in her skills as an analyst and enjoyed investing her time and labor to develop her craft. On the contrary, as an experienced entrepreneur, Kenny’s interest in learning new skills was tempered by his perceived need to let go of the substantive aspects of his projects (the what) in order to free up time for him to focus on the procedural aspects of it (the how). To achieve this, he focused on standardizing work procedures and outsourcing technical tasks through digital marketplaces to gig and remote ghost workers from the Global South (Gray & Suri, 2019). These workers were denied the same freedom and flexibility that my participants valued so much and were instead controlled through narrow job descriptions, also known as standard operating procedures (SOPs; Soriano & Panaligan, 2019). Standardization and outsourcing, two essential elements of assetization, were essential not only for allowing a business model to scale but also for making it tradable.
Treating these work experiences, projects, and skills from a position of otherness, in the same way that stock traders figure themselves as external to the companies they trade, my participants were able to stay in motion and open to new projects, thus furthering the experimental cycle in which they could express themselves as workers of the start-up episteme. Treating their skills and projects from a position of otherness also allowed participants to be strategic about their investments: Just like investors diversifying a portfolio, my participants evaluated each project in terms of its capacity to generate future returns on investment and allocated their resources—usually labor—accordingly.


4.3 The Start-Up Worker
The three epistemic regularities described in the previous section delineate a conception of work that transcends specific occupations. Such conception is central to the articulation of professional subjectivities in the start-up episteme. Even though my participants, in conversations with me, identified themselves as entrepreneurs, freelancers, digital nomads, and consultants, the majority of the people I met shared the same orientation to work: one based on projectivity, bootstrapping, and assetization. I define this shared orientation to work as the start-up worker, a professional figure predicated into existence by the epistemic regularities of the start-up. The start-up worker recuperates and updates the liberal ideal of the self-reliant, entrepreneurial individual and offers it as a recipe for successful “lifestyle design” (Ferriss, 2007, p. 7), which everyone—from skilled tech workers to unemployed people, to young freelancers—can enact and embody.
The start-up worker builds on previous conceptualizations of the entrepreneurial self, such as the “no-collar worker” (Ross, 2003), the “digerati” (Fisher, 2008), and the “venture laborer” (Neff, 2012). By repurposing managerial practices of start-up entrepreneurship as instruments for self-management, this professional figure normalizes precarity and instability, and frames them as preconditions for self-actualization and economic success. The start-up worker is a restless figure who tries to remain constantly open to jumping on new projects (pivoting, in start-up jargon) and continually attempts to create opportunities for further projects. My participants treated each professional experience, gig, or project as an attempt to create scalable systems of capital accumulation. In the words of Lucas, an instructor and mentor at a local incubator, becoming a start-up worker requires “think[ing] like a scientist” and jumping on as many projects as possible to maximize the chances of stumbling on successful ones. This need to stay flexible and agile at all costs justifies—unsurprisingly—risk-prone practices and self-exploitation. These practices are experienced as performative displays of a proper hustling work ethic, which reiterates the masculine archetype of the entrepreneurial technologist (Bulut, 2020). The result is a gendered professional figure trapped in a state of perpetual becoming, for whom self-actualization always seems one project away but is rarely achieved.
The start-up worker represents an escapist dream for people subjected to the disciplinary regime of industrial capitalism. Previous works have already described the emergence of flexible forms of production as a critique against the economic institutions of industrial capitalism. In The New Spirit of Capitalism, Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello (2007) famously described how the “artistic critique” (p. 419) that developed in the wake of the 1968 student protests attempted to dismantle the disciplinary regimes of capitalism in the name of freedom, autonomy, and authenticity. Such criticism, according to Maurizio Lazzarato (2007), inadvertently “sowed seeds of liberalism” (para. 4) and paved the way for the establishment of the creative class: the aristocracy of labor composed of knowledge workers animated by “the free-wheeling spirit of the hippies and the entrepreneurial zeal of the yuppies” (Barbrook & Cameron, 1996, p. 45). The start-up worker builds on this history of critique and co-optation, and furthers the idea that withdrawal from traditional disciplinary regimes such as formal education and wage labor is a necessary step on the path toward professional realization and personal freedom.
This orientation, or better, this conception, of “how to work” made my participants’ professional subjectivities and career paths intelligible, regardless of what they actually did at work. At a more fundamental level, it created a shared understanding of what constituted fulfilling work, one premised on the idea of exposing themselves to opportunities through participation in projects and the possibility (actual or potential) of building their way up from small to increasingly larger projects. Interestingly, the actual content of their work—the substantive dimension of their projects—was almost irrelevant and rarely mentioned in conversations. As managers measuring the success of an MVP throughout the test-measure cycle, my participants described the substantive contribution of their work as functional and subjugated to their desire to learn new skills, try new technologies, and prepare the ground for future projects. The desire to jump from project to project, the need to do it in a lean way (e.g., through baselining and geoarbitrage), the willingness to engage in multiple projects (side hustling), and the inclination to approach projects not because of their substantive value but because of the opportunity they offered to build assets were unique traits of the start-up worker. These traits cut across professions and offered individuals the possibility to picture their future as exponentially, not just linearly, different from their present.
The start-up workers I encountered during my fieldwork described their careers as sequences of experiments aimed at validating or rejecting business hypotheses. This is a kind of “learning by doing and by failing” (Kenney, 2000, p. 177) that took place through projects, either for real clients or through sacrificial labor (e.g., side hustles, unpaid projects, spec work). The opportunity to approach every work experience as a small experiment toward economic and personal realization rendered high-risk projects relatively more approachable and helped my participants cope with the uncertainty of their working and living conditions. Becoming a start-up worker meant learning to deal with the inherent uncertainty and precarity of contingent labor. This work arrangement entailed the amount of free, unpaid work that my participants had to perform in order to be able to work; the necessity to constantly look out for new project opportunities; and the need to strategically allocate one’s time and resources in order to stay on the edge of technical development. These problems transcended employment conditions and affected both independent workers and salaried employees.
I discovered that a way to deal with these issues was by participating in social events and professional groups, a solution that was, to some extent, surprising, considering how central values such as autonomy, self-reliance, and individuality are to the people I interviewed. In the next chapter, I discuss how informal groups of tech professionals tried to address these challenges and attempted to remediate some of the limitations of the start-up way of working.
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Footnotes
1Project Getaway is actually a company that provides outsourcing and human resources services, as well as remote work accommodations.
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“Eddie” is a 32-year-old e-learning specialist employed at a large insurance company in Vancouver. I met him for the first time in April 2018 at a meetup event for instructional designers. At that time, he was considering quitting his full-time salaried job to become a freelance e-learning specialist. Even though he enjoyed the economic stability and the social protection that came with regular employment, he perceived certain limitations regarding his responsibilities, salary, and knowledge at his corporate job:	Eddie.
	I do n45ot see room for me to grow in my position. If they hire 100 additional people, I will probably benefit from that, but the change is gradual.



	Alberto.
	Gradual?



	Eddie.
	Yes, I mean, I can grow into my role, but I do not see opportunities for jumping up the ladder.




On the contrary, embarking on a career as an e-learning freelancer made it possible for Eddie to envision a future radically different from his present. This was a future in which, instead of trading his time for money, he would use his technical skills to build a business capable of generating increasing returns over time. Or, as Eddie put it, “to build something that is going to impact the world. A business that is repeatable and scalable.” Eddie soon became my main informant in the YVR1 Instructional Designers meetup group. Participants met once a month to network and talk about new e-learning methods, technologies, and practices. The YVR Instructional Designers group was one of the two groups where I spent most of my fieldwork time. The other was a group for socially oriented tech workers. In this chapter, I rely on my experience as a participant observer in these two groups to discuss the role that informal professional gatherings could potentially play in reforming the start-up work culture.
These groups serve a greater purpose than just connecting individuals within the same industry. Professional meetups create opportunities for participants to overcome the problems originating from an organization of labor that follows the epistemic imperatives introduced in the previous chapter: projectivity, bootstrapping, and assetization. Some of these problems deal with employment continuity, skills obsolescence, and portfolio building. As I will argue below, these are issues that cannot be addressed by the escapist dreams of digital nomadism and entrepreneurial freedom. On the contrary, such dreams can only make these issues worse by actualizing the start-up imperatives into methods of self-conduct. Informal gatherings for tech professionals have the potential instead to become tactical spaces of maneuver in which participants have the opportunity to cope with and negotiate the imperatives of start-up labor, namely, the need to achieve exponential growth through bootstrapping and assetization (as described in Sect. 4.​2). Professional meetups, therefore, can serve as pockets of reflexivity within the start-up episteme, where participants can question the managerial theories, practices, and technologies that create their professional subject positions in the first place.
To capture and analyze the critical function of informal professional gatherings, I rely on the concept of occupational communities. Organization scholars John Van Maanen and Stephen Barley (1984) defined occupational communities as unstructured groups that connect workers with similar competencies and professional interests, and are capable of fostering a shared sense of identity among participants. Occupational communities have been studied as impromptu sites of collaboration and mutual support among workers (Orr, 1996). More recently, these communities have been analyzed for their potential to develop critical perspectives challenging the attitudes and norms prevalent in an industry (Weststar, 2015). In this chapter, I rely on the concept of occupational community to discuss the ambiguous role that informal workers’ groups plays in questioning and countering the managerial culture undergirding the professional figure of the start-up worker (see Sect. 4.​3 for a description of this professional figure). I present my findings through two vignettes extracted from my participation in two meetup groups.
5.1 YVR Instructional Designers Group
The YVR Instructional Designers meetup group was founded back in 2015 by “Carl,” an experienced e-learning specialist working out of the Vancouver office of a U.S.-based IT company. The group met every first Thursday of the month at a local college in the southern part of the Greater Vancouver Area. Each monthly meeting focused on a specific topic, featuring presentations from group members and occasional invited speakers. I discovered and joined the group while analyzing data retrieved from Meetup (https://​www.​meetup.​com/​). Shortly after joining, I received an automated welcome email from Carl:Thank you for joining the Instructional Designers meetup group. This group is open to everyone who is interested in eLearning and defining what that looks like in this ever-changing world. We invite trainers, coders, learners, teachers, [Adobe] Flash addicts, captivate [Sic] curious, videographers and anyone who might have input.


I decided to attend an in-person event hosted by the group, so I signed up for the next one on the calendar.
On the day of the event, I arrived early and took a seat in a room that looked more like a boardroom than a classroom. About 15 chairs were placed around the large desk at the center of the room, and they were quickly filled with participants. Some latecomers had to sit at the back. Unlike previous events I had attended, this group was very small and intimate. While Carl was busy setting up the AV equipment, people seemed to be enjoying winding down after a day at work.
The title of the meeting that night was “The World of Consulting,” and the three invited speakers focused on the challenges of working as freelance e-learning consultants. Although the presentations were meant for an audience of e-learning specialists and instructional designers, the issues addressed by the speakers were very similar to those affecting digital workers and new media professionals in general. For example, the first speaker, an experienced e-learning consultant, talked about the importance for instructional designers to market themselves. She talked about the importance of crafting a professional online reputation by participating in LinkedIn groups, by creating a personal website to showcase skills and work experiences, and by securing speaking gigs.
The second speaker, a freelance instructional designer, instead struck a chord with the audience as he addressed some of the problems and frustrations that e-learning consultants experience in their everyday work, such as unreasonably short deadlines, heavy workloads, and unappreciative clients. He also shared some tips and tools for managing multiple projects at once without getting burned out. He mentioned digital marketplaces such as Upwork and Fiverr as tools for outsourcing technical tasks (e.g., installing software, creating logos, proofreading documents) and recommended that everyone hire a virtual assistant (colloquially known as a VA, usually a person located in a country with a lower cost of labor) to manage clerical tasks such as managing emails, checking project advancements, issuing invoices, and reconciling expenses. He stressed the importance of controlling virtual assistants’ work through standard operating procedures (SOPs), which are essentially guidelines instructing how to carry out each specific task. He was vocal about the need for freelance consultants to delegate everyday tasks to remote workers to avoid getting sucked into the nitty-gritty of projects’ daily operations and administrative aspects, and to save time for working on “strategic issues.” These included studying market trends, identifying new niches, and developing new business ideas. He concluded by stressing how important it is for consultants to escape the “time-for-money trap,” and how freelance instructional designers should focus their efforts on standardizing consulting services and selling them as prepackaged, ready-made products. By productizing services, he argued, e-learning specialists could have the opportunity to create assets capable of generating revenue without requiring their active involvement in the business. Through the creation of passive income streams, consultants could free up time to search for new and more profitable business opportunities. He then concluded by reiterating the importance of “working on the business rather than in the business,” an adage I was familiar with, given my previous participation in the mastermind group (see Chap. 4).
Lastly, the third speaker, an instructional designer consulting remotely for a Dublin-based software company, addressed the problem of workspace and work-life balance. She shared her experience as a freelance e-learning editor working from home and talked about the benefits and problems of remote work. She discussed the challenges of setting boundaries between personal and work time, personal and work space, as well as the “fear of missing out” about what is going on in the organization. To my question about her way of coping with these issues, she mentioned a series of activities she did regularly to remain relevant within the company and with respect to larger industry trends. These activities included attending conferences and networking events, joining professional groups, reading constantly, maintaining an active Twitter presence, taking courses on online platforms such as LinkedIn Learning (formerly Lynda.​com), listening to podcasts, and connecting with people on LinkedIn.
The presentations were followed by a roundtable conversation about some of the topics that were addressed by the speakers. People also used this chance to share issues they experienced at work, vent frustrations, and offer advice to other participants. During the roundtable conversation, I had a chance to get to know the person sitting next to me, Eddie, who later became one of my main informants within the group.
5.1.1 Side Hustling
Eddie was an instructional designer at Wharfedale, a local insurance company for which he had been working for about three years. At Wharfedale, he was responsible for creating training materials and setting up, maintaining, and improving the platform (in technical terms, known as a learning management system [LMS]) on which these materials were hosted and made available to employees. His passion for his job was visible and genuine. Eddie described his job as “a real gift,” because it allowed him to create the training curricula, shoot the videos, and edit and distribute them via the LMS. His work allowed him to express his project-management, technical, and, to some extent, creative skills. Nevertheless, he was starting to feel a sense of malaise, and after three years, he was considering the idea of quitting his full-time job.
Eddie shared his thoughts with the group during the roundtable section of the first event I attended. He asked for opinions about quitting his job and starting as a freelance consultant or remaining at Wharfedale and pursuing a managerial career within the company. One of the benefits of working within a large organization, Eddie acknowledged, consisted of the possibility of having “more insights of your learners’ day-to-day life and their problems.” Having such a deep understanding of the company’s dynamics helped him develop better training curricula and appreciate the effects of his work on the company’s performance. However, he felt that working at Wharfedale limited his economic and professional growth potential. For example, the company’s training materials were distributed through a centralized LMS that he helped to select, install, and launch at the beginning of his career at Wharfedale. Three years later, he felt curious and was eager to explore new e-learning platforms. Unfortunately, due to Wharfedale’s rigorous security and compatibility regulations, he was unable to introduce any new software without obtaining clearance from the IT department, which limited his ability to learn new tools, unlike his freelance colleagues who could experiment with different software on various projects. Eddie explained,I am limited right now in my execution of things by what I know is going to work within the system, and [the LMS] is getting outdated, because I have been working with the same software for the past three to four years. … E-learning specialists out there can easily keep up with the latest technologies, while I do not think I am keeping up.


Limited firsthand experience with e-learning tools and exposure to one single business context, he thought, could have severe repercussions on his professional growth and worth as an instructional designer. In addition, he perceived that his salary and responsibilities at Wharfedale could only grow linearly with seniority—as exemplified in the quote at the beginning of this chapter. As he listened to his fellow group members’ presentations, he could not help but wonder if it would have been a wise decision to invest his skills and experience in creating digital products such as an online training course or an ebook for aspiring e-learning specialists, instead of continuing to work in the corporate world.
In the following months, the group helped Eddie reflect on his position and take his first steps as an independent worker. At the very next monthly meeting, he shared with the group that he had started working on a side project with “Samara,” an established freelance e-learning specialist who was also a member of the group and was putting together a project proposal for a potential new client. Together they set up a testing environment on a cloud server, in which they installed a new LMS. This kind of technical tinkering allowed Eddie to practice new skills in a useful and productive way, and to learn from peers at different career stages. Similarly, Samara valued the chance to hone her technical skills, which she believed were crucial for senior e-learning specialists, in order to stay informed about “cutting-edge stuff.” In addition to working with Samara on a project proposal, Eddie also built a personal website to showcase his professional experience and to begin shaping his public image as an experienced e-learning specialist.
Eddie and Samara were not the only participants to invest time, labor, and resources in side projects. Whether it was mastering a new LMS, learning how to use Articulate (a popular e-learning authoring platform), or doing spec work for potential clients, group participants described side projects as opportunities to cultivate technical skills, something that they considered to be important for keeping up-to-date on new technologies and therefore relevant in the industry. In addition to learning new skills, working on side projects fulfilled another need that group members considered to be vital: building a portfolio of professional experiences. As I learned in talking to several members of the YVR Instructional Designers group, developing a portfolio of professional experiences is an essential element of their employability. Work experiences were understood by the Instructional Designers group members in a very broad sense and extended from multiyear work experiences to “one-week projects.” For example, in a conversation I had with Eddie about his newly launched personal website, he shared the following with me:Having one logo [on your portfolio of clients] might not be impressive. If you look at other professionals’ portfolio, you see they showcase all their projects and companies they worked with. Even if the projects were “one-week project.” The credibility is there, in the portfolio. Unfortunately, that’s how it works.


In this respect, the YVR Instructional Designers group offered plenty of opportunities for e-learning specialists to develop new skills and extend their portfolios. In addition to spec work, as exemplified by the collaboration between Samara and Eddie, participants routinely teamed up to work on new businesses ideas, such as planning new courses to be hosted on online training platforms (e.g., Thinkific, Udemy, Teachable) and developing new plug-ins that extend the functionalities of popular LMS. All these projects, regardless of whether they actually matured beyond their prototypical phase or not, contributed to extending participants’ portfolios and were often communicated publicly through personal websites or professional social media platforms such as LinkedIn and Twitter. This was true not only for e-learning specialists in junior positions, who understandably had limited portfolios due to their limited exposure to the industry, but also for experienced consultants like Samara. Experienced consultants also felt the urge to constantly extend their portfolio as a way to both gain exposure to potential clients and signal their ability to stay on the cutting edge of technological advancements in an industry that is constantly rushing toward new technologies and new skills. As an experienced net-worker (Nardi et al., 2002), Samara was well aware of the importance of keeping up with the latest technologies in order to avoid skills obsolescence.
At the same time, engaging in multiple projects fueled e-learning specialists’ hopes and dreams of stumbling upon successful, highly scalable business models. Participants routinely pitched business ideas to other participants during the unscripted roundtable conversation at the end of each meeting or in the “Job and Opportunities” thread in the group’s Slack channel. People relied on the group to seek help and to team up with other professionals willing to take on some additional work and contribute to developing new e-learning products or services. Almost all projects were side hustles, meaning unpaid, bootstrapped projects aimed at testing the validity of a business model. Most of the projects never developed beyond their early stages; instead, a few of them were translated into prototypes aimed at testing the market potential of the business idea. The development of prototypes sometimes involved technical skills (e.g., software development), which in some cases were purchased at below-market cost through digital platforms such as Upwork. Among the initiatives carried out by members of the group during my period of observation was a virtual reality e-learning application, a plug-in that turns the popular blogging platform WordPress into an LMS, and a website that collects free audiovisual resources for online course creators. With regard to the epistemic regularities introduced in the previous chapter (see Sect. 4.​2), e-learning specialists found opportunities at meetups for both projectivity and bootstrapping.
My experience of participating in the YVR Instructional Designers group allowed me to get to know a group of people who are genuinely passionate about their work. While previous scholars associated these forms of tech gatherings with early-career workers or young people who were unemployed and trying to move from “the periphery of paid employment” (Gregg, 2014, p. 184) toward stable forms of employment, my experience told me a slightly different story. The people I interviewed and whom I met at events were not only the stereotypical youthful entrants into the workforce, hungry for professional experiences and thus more prone to self-exploitation (Szeman, 2015). People in senior positions, unemployed people with years of experience under their belts, and people with fulfilling and stable jobs also formed part of the cast of characters I had the chance to meet. The Eddie’s and Samara’s stories are emblematic of how important it is—even for experienced tech workers—to constantly engage in new projects and practice new technical skills in order to stay relevant in the industry. Moreover, the possibility of developing these experiences while trying to build scalable business models, in the form of standardized services and products, reiterated the epistemic regularities of the start-up: projectivity, bootstrapping, and assetization. These regularities were found in participants’ desire to aim for more than linear economic and professional growth, in their willingness to initiate multiple side-hustle projects, and the tendency to treat these experiences as potential assets capable of generating passive returns on investments. As a result, the group normalized, even further, practices of free, sacrificial labor, which are already well-entrenched and accepted in the digital and new media industries (Gregg, 2014; Terranova, 2000).


5.2 Social Tech Vancouver
Startup Week is the main event for the Vancouver digital and media ecosystem. Every year, the city mobilizes around the topic of entrepreneurship and organizes panels, workshops, hackathons, and recruitment sessions for tech enthusiasts and aspiring start-up founders. The first Vancouver Startup Week was organized in 2015 by the Vancouver Economic Commission, with the support of the start-up accelerator Techstars (Vancouver Economic Commission, 2015). In 2018, I made a commitment to follow and document the entire event. In addition to attending regular sessions, every night I participated in networking events such as the Recruitment Fair and the closing party hosted at a lavish new coworking space right across the street from CTRL+, where “Bianca” (see Chap. 4) used to work.
At one of the several events I attended—on blockchain and organized by a local start-up incubator—I had the pleasure of meeting “Graham.” Originally from Yukon, Graham moved to Victoria, British Columbia, to pursue a master’s degree in political science. He later moved to Vancouver and was hired as a search engine marketing (SEM) and search engine optimization (SEO) specialist at Bloom, one of the web agencies that contributed to Vancouver’s post-dot-com renaissance described in Chap. 3 (Sect. 3.​4). In just five years, Graham had climbed the corporate ladder at Bloom. He was promoted to a senior position after one year and later to team leader. Eventually, he became the director of project operations. As a director, he was removed from the day-to-day operations of the company and was responsible for scaling and refining Bloom’s recruiting and career-development programs. When we met, he had recently resigned from his job at Bloom. He signed up for the Vancouver Startup Week as a way to get to know other people in the marketing industry and to connect with potential employers. At the time, Graham was also working on a personal project that involved charting Vancouver’s demographic and economic transformation by using the city’s open-data archive. After the event, we walked together to the Startup Week closing party, where we continued talking about his project and about the Meetup Archiver (discussed above in Sect. 3.​6). A couple weeks after the event, I received an email from Graham: “Hi Alberto, I’ve read most of the blog today! Really cool. I think you should present something at the next Social Tech Vancouver meetup.”
The Social Tech Vancouver Meetup page described the group as a community for anyone interested in examining civic issues through the lens of design and technology. It was founded in 2017 by Graham and a couple of friends, all employed in local tech companies. Starting Social Tech Vancouver was a way for them to use their technical skills to solve socially relevant problems, problems that they, as self-identified elite workers in tech companies, rarely experienced. As Graham recalled when I asked him about the motivation that pushed him to launch the group,I started it because I was noticing a gap. People in the tech industry are often accused of being insular. They get to work at fairly fun, nice environments, and they don’t actually connect with people and their real problems, and have little interest in the issues affecting their cities. … So, I wanted to find a space for myself as a person in tech, to talk more with people who either work in government, or are interested in public issues who are activists, or who are involved in the third sector, who are just curious and want to learn more about tech and what it can do. And maybe they are just needing help. Maybe they have ideas too, and they just need support from people who have those skills.


The group met once a month to listen to invited speakers, have open discussions, and work on civic-oriented projects. Social Tech Vancouver was not a stand-alone initiative; Code for Canada, a nonprofit organization, supported Graham and his friends in developing the format and launching the community.
Graham invited me to present my research at the October 2018 meeting. The event was hosted at a local SEO agency located on East Hastings Street, next to the historic Rogers Sugar refinery building. A bright-red mosaic tile spelling the phrase “Hello, World!” (a message often used to test algorithm correctness; see Fig. 5.1) on an otherwise unassuming building hall indicated I was in the right place. I arrived early to set up my laptop and to chat with Graham and his fellow organizers.[image: A vibrant art piece featuring the phrase "HELLO, WORLD" in bold yellow letters with black shadows, set against a bright pink background. The text is composed of numerous small circular elements, creating a textured appearance. The artwork is bordered by a thin black line, and the scene includes a reflective surface with a round light fixture on the right.]
Fig. 5.1An “Hello, world” mosaic at the entrance of a local SEO agency


At 6:30 p.m., the office—a sizable industrial warehouse turned into an open-space office with wooden garden sheds creatively repurposed as meeting rooms—was almost completely empty, with only a handful of employees looking busy, working at their desks (Fig. 5.2). People started arriving, and small groups formed around the table with snacks and drinks provided by the sponsoring company. Half an hour later, after a brief presentation from a representative of the hosting company, Graham invited me on stage to present my Meetup Dashboard and discuss the state of the Vancouver digital and new media industry in front of an audience of about 25 people.[image: A modern office space with an open layout featuring several workstations equipped with computers and office supplies. A person is seated at one of the desks, working on a computer. The office includes a glass-walled meeting room with a wooden roof, and colorful artwork is visible on the walls. The environment is well-lit and organized, reflecting a contemporary workplace setting.]
Fig. 5.2The interior of the company hosting the Social Tech Vancouver meetup


The presentation was an opportunity to talk about Vancouver and its start-up ecosystem, as well as to share the Meetup Archiver publicly. The event was not only a chance for me to share my research and my research tools with the people I was studying, but it also offered an alternative perspective on meetups, a perspective significantly different from the one I developed from attending the frantic and sometimes outright chaotic business-oriented events. Therefore, I decided to attend the group’s meetings in the following months. The average Social Tech Vancouver meetup was attended by 20 participants. The atmosphere at these events was similar to that of the YVR Instructional Designers group, where most people knew each other, fostering a strong sense of camaraderie among participants. Some events featured an invited speaker, and all followed roughly the same format: an initial meet and greet, the presentation or interview with the guest, and free time at the end to hang out with other participants. In addition to speaker’s nights, the group hosted Open Project Nights dedicated to developing socially driven projects. Among the initiatives carried out by members of the group during my period of observation were Graham’s analysis of the City of Vancouver open-data catalog and a group project aimed at updating Vancouver’s information on OpenStreetMap. Alongside monthly in-person meetings, the group used to chat on a dedicated Slack channel about upcoming events, funding opportunities, and new socially oriented initiatives. As I started attending Social Tech Vancouver events regularly, I became interested in understanding what function this meetup served for its participants.
Graham launched Social Tech Vancouver as a way to satisfy his need to engage in forms of activism through his technical skills. The monthly meetings were also an opportunity for him to work on side projects and engage in the kind of technical problem solving he enjoyed so much at the onset of his career in the digital industry. Graham explained,When you become the kind of person who’s in a really senior role, so much of it is focused on administrative work. For example, [as a director of project operations at Bloom], I was interviewing people all the time and trying to manage up by providing condensed insights to my bosses and trying to onboard new employees with the culture deck, and that kind of things. I became removed beyond my liking from really getting to connect with people, build relationships, build culture together. I became removed from working closely with clients, from problem solving—technical problem solving, especially.


Akin to Samara’s experience as a participant in the YVR Instructional Designers group, Graham also valued practicing new technical skills. Whether it was mastering a new data-visualization software or learning about data hypercubes, Graham understood socially oriented side projects as opportunities to cultivate technical skills, something he considered to be important for anyone in a managerial position to stay relevant in the industry. This kind of expertise was useful, he believed, even beyond its technical value. As Graham expressed, demonstrating some sort of familiarity with the latest technologies also meant being able to “gain the respect and understanding of the teams that I’m working with.” He thought this form of learning by doing was crucial, especially for people in senior positions—like himself and Samara—who are often disconnected from day-to-day operations and need to keep updated on the latest techniques and technologies. As a director of project operations at Bloom, Graham used to keep his technical skills up-to-date by organizing and participating in knowledge-transfer activities such as workshops and pair programming—a coding practice whereby two people work on the same code simultaneously and which is meant to increase the quality of work and foster knowledge exchange (Shore & Warden, 2008). Now that he was in between jobs, meetups offered Graham similar opportunities, although it required much more effort and self-discipline to find relevant events to attend among the hundreds taking place every week in Vancouver: “You have to be self-motivated to find these events. They are not [a] coherent set of events. You need to be a self-direct[ed] learner, to say, ‘I have to go there,’ and find the gaps and gather resources.” Working on socially oriented projects was, in Graham’s view, an effective way to practice new skills in a useful and productive way. Moreover, doing it in a Meetup group instilled a sense of accountability and responsibility that he felt was necessary for remaining committed to the project and delivering a quality product at the end. I discovered, however, that being on the cutting edge of technology was not a priority just for unemployed professionals like Graham. People working regular and fulfilling jobs also felt the urge to experiment with new technologies. “Christof’s” story provides a good example.
A front end developer originally from Germany, Christof was the leader of the OpenStreetMap group project. He had a past of digital activism as a contributor to several open-source projects. He was among the people who asked technical questions about the Meetup Archiver during my presentation at the October 2018 meeting. After the event, Christof reached out to me via email asking if he could access the Meetup data:I am interested in the data you gathered around Meetup. However, I can’t promise that I will find the time to do something cool and sharable with it. If you can, I would like to talk about it. Are there any evenings in the next week that we could meet?


We met two weeks after the event to talk about the data I had gathered through the Meetup Archiver. On that occasion, he also agreed to be interviewed. When we spoke, he was happily employed at a local software company operating in the human resources sector. “I work with HTML, JavaScript, CSS. I make the buttons work on the website,” Christof said, ironically belittling his job. Despite the irony, he really enjoyed his job and the fact that it pushed him to solve new technical challenges every day:I really love web design. I really love developing. I really love problem solving. Honestly, they could stop paying me for two months, and I would not notice. … I am not really there for the money but because I love the job and getting things done. It’s a small team, but bigger than anything I experienced in open source. And that is awesome. This feeling of belonging there.


I asked him to elaborate on his job and what he enjoyed about it. Christof was part of a team of engineers working on the company’s main product: an online platform for managing employees and assessing their productivity. His duties included implementing new functionalities, as well as identifying and solving bugs. The company relied on user stories, a tool used in Agile software development, which I had some familiarity with thanks to my previous interviews with “Daniel” (see Chap. 4), and on a ticketing system as a way to plan the development of the software and organize the work of the engineering team. User stories provided a plain description of what a new functionality should do, while the ticketing system distributed the work to employees and kept track of everyone’s contribution to the codebase. At work, Christof felt challenged, in a positive way, by new problems. Every day, the ticketing system assigned him a list of new tasks to address. To make sure the workload was distributed evenly among the engineering team, the company measured each ticket in points. Christof explained,We have points allocated to change, like a typo. “We found a typo, we want to fix it.” That’s a one [point]. Two is anything that touches logic because it requires testing. We need to make sure it still works with anything else. Two [point ticket] is half a day of work or less. A three-point [ticket] would be a day of work, roughly.


The process involved Christof taking charge of a ticket, creating a copy of the codebase for development and testing purposes (his personal “branch”), performing the required interventions on his branch, and, at the end of each task, merging his branch back into the codebase in order to make the change official. At that point, he could mark the ticket as solved and move to the next one. Even though not all tickets were fun to solve, he found his work stimulating and creative: “I don’t know, it feels almost like a video game,” Christof said referring to the way his work was organized. To my surprise, he described his work as creative, an adjective I struggled to associate with front end web development. Seeing my reaction, he explained to me how translating a set of requirements into a code capable of performing the functionality described in the user story actually required a good dose of creativity. To Christof, creativity meant finding, or better, developing, an unknown answer to a well-defined problem, all while pursuing elegance and efficiency, which, in the context of front end web development, meant reducing the need for repetitive tasks:If a ticket says, “We found that this button does not work, so we now need to fix it in all the 1,000 places where this button is used,” the challenge is not to change all those 1,000 buttons. The actual challenge is to change all these buttons at once. If you see yourself facing lots of repetition, then I think you are doing software development wrong.


Interestingly, Christof’s passion for his job was not matched by an equal enthusiasm about the product he was working on. From the way he talked about his company and its platform, he seemed at times skeptical about the actual value of the product he was contributing to build. He even mentioned how the platform could have been used to micromanage employees and develop systems to surveil and rank people based on their productivity. As Christof told me,[The platform] should facilitate growth; at least this is how we sell it. But I have seen a couple companies using it more for, “Ok, how is your wage gonna change? How are you performing?” While for us it is more, “How happy are you? How much are you reaching your own goals?”


Despite the palpable skepticism about the ends pursued by the platform, his job afforded him the possibility to engage in a form of problem solving and collaborative work that he had never experienced before, not even as a contributor to large and distributed open-source projects. These aspects were what made Christof love his job despite, or regardless of, the company’s mission. The dissonance between Christof’s passion for his job and his skepticism toward the product he was helping to develop resembled the schism between the form and the content of work I encountered while talking to participants to the mastermind group (see Chap. 4). As in the case of Bianca, Daniel, and “Kenny,” Christof valued the procedural aspect of his work (the how) more than its substantive dimension (the what).
I then asked about the motivations that pushed Christof to start the OpenStreetMap project. Christof told me he enjoyed working on open standards, something he could rarely do at work, and how much working on that project felt like contributing to keeping the original spirit of the Internet alive. In other words, he felt that he was contributing to making the Internet an open space meant to be accessible to everyone. As he started talking about open-source projects, the distance between this work and his daily work became evident. By volunteering for OpenStreetMap, he felt that what he was doing—not just how he was doing it—was important and fulfilling. Moreover, Christof emphasized how the skills he was learning while working on the OpenStreetMap project could contribute to his future career:It is really rewarding to learn about these technologies, especially if it is an open standard that you can apply to all sort[s] of projects or even to your next employer. It’s not that you are building this for just this one project, but it is something you can basically find a job for anywhere in the world. Yeah, it feels like a lot of power.


Christof, an immigrant himself, knew well the importance of being equipped with portable skills, skills that can be applied to different contexts and that are not tied to a specific corporate technological infrastructure. By volunteering as an OpenStreetMap contributor, he wanted to make the map a little better and hoped to cultivate skills he could reuse in the future.
The Christof’s and Graham’s stories encapsulate the spirit of many of the participants I had the chance to meet at the Social Tech Vancouver group. Most of them joined the group because they were eager to engage in socially relevant projects and looked for ways to become more involved with a local community from which they felt increasingly distant and alien. At the same time, the Christof’s and Graham’s stories emphasize once more how these forms of hacktivism provided opportunities for developing new professional experiences, which were deemed as essential to participants’ projectivity. Specifically, by learning new skills, they were hoping to position themselves at the forefront of technological development and increase their odds of securing well-paying gigs.

5.3 Meetups as Occupational Communities
The more time I spent attending the YVR Instructional Designers group and Social Tech Vancouver meetings, the more I started thinking about these groups as the contemporary counterpart of Van Maanen and Barley’s (1984) concept of occupational communities, which are understood as groups of professionals who define themselves in relation to their work and who consider themselves to be engaged in the same sort of profession. These groups are not only concerned with work but also blend professional and personal relationships, work, and leisure (Van Maanen & Barley, 1984). Similar to communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), occupational communities create opportunities for socialization, allowing workers with similar skills or professional backgrounds to develop a communal identity. Through the development of shared value systems, occupational communities come to define what is considered good or bad work. The informality of these communities is reflected in the absence of an organizing structure, with participants occupying more or less central positions, depending on their disposition to contribute to the community.
In his ethnography of Xerox technicians, Julian Orr (1996) relied on the concept of occupational community to describe how field-service technicians defined their subjectivity in relation to their job. The occupational community was a moment for Xerox repair personnel to share “war stories” (p. 3) and establish their positions as skilled technicians. These groups were in a dialectical relationship with Xerox’s managerial apparatus. On the one hand, technicians were defined by the corporate managerial structure, which created the figure of the repairperson as the human appendix to machines and made them responsible for ensuring the smooth functioning of Xerox’s photocopiers. On the other hand, technicians, as a form of subjugated professional identity, organized in occupational communities to affirm and defend their expertise in response to corporate’s attempts to deskill service work. Starting from a professional subjectivity created in the first place by the corporate organigram, the occupational community developed its own canons for determining what it meant to be a good service worker, regardless and in spite of corporate rules. Admission into the occupational community was not granted ex officio. Being part of the community involved contributing to it by sharing experiences and knowledge with other members. More recently, industrial relations scholar Johanna Weststar (2015) highlighted the potential critical role that occupational communities can play within the industries in which they develop. In her investigation of the occupational community of video game developers, she documented how this specific community challenged normative white and masculine values (Bulut, 2021) plaguing the video game industry. The oppositional and critical role of occupational communities is the main trait setting them apart from other forms of skills-based forms of socialization, such as communities of practice (Wenger, 1998), and is what makes them relevant in the context of this research.
With regard, once again, to present-day Vancouver, the groups I observed seemed to act as occupational communities for their participants. Social Tech Vancouver, for instance, allowed people to enhance their employability by offering learning opportunities conveyed in the form of volunteer project work. Many professionals indicated this type of learning as essential to staying relevant in their respective fields. This type of learning was important for salaried employees too, especially for those whose work lacked (or lost) the hands-on component that would allow them to tinker with new technologies and learn new skills or tools. Such was Christof’s case, the front-end developer leading the OpenStreetMap project, who saw the project as a form of activism and as an opportunity to learn new open-standard technologies not employed at the company he was working for.
The YVR Instructional Designers meetup group also resembled an occupational community, but for different reasons. As in the case of Social Tech Vancouver, each meeting was an opportunity to get to know new technologies and to see how other professionals approached e-learning projects for their clients. The group offered the kind of support that participants were unable to find in their everyday jobs, either because they were self-employed or because they were the only instructional designer within their organization. The latter was the case with Eddie, who was the sole person responsible for creating training materials, keeping them up-to-date, and organizing them within Wharfedale’s LMS, or, similarly, with “Greg,” an instructional designer employed at a branch of Vancouver’s public transit agency and in charge of the agency’s e-learning program. Besides casual and short-term collaborations with external consultants (curiously, one such contractor was also a member of the group), Greg used to be the only instructional designer within the company, and the Meetup group was a rare opportunity to connect with other professionals in his field. Following Van Maneen and Barley’s (1984) theorization of occupational community, the YVR Instructional Designers meetup offered professionals the possibility to come together through “war stories” (Orr, 1996, p. 125), which usually portrayed the e-learning specialist as a heroic figure amid a grueling corporate environment unable to appreciate the value of their work. Through their stories, participants shared ways to address problems and navigate unfriendly corporate environments or competitive new markets. The stories featured practices that were situated (Suchman, 2007) within technological and managerial contexts and were, therefore, largely invisible to the untrained eye and could be appreciated only by those who were embedded in the e-learning culture. The tales served as both a way to share solutions and a celebration, not so much of the individual, but rather of the instructional designer as a profession. Through stories, participants came to define the canons discerning proper good work from subpar work.
Both groups were also highly choreographed and performative. Participants eagerly demonstrated their self-professed passion and love for their jobs. Even the simple act of showing up at the meetings, which were usually held in the evening, was seen as an act of dedication to the profession over everything else: recreation, family, friends, et cetera. Carl’s welcome email to YVR Instructional Designers, which described the group as one for technology “addicts,” encapsulated this spirit of total commitment that participants were invited to embody and perform. Performative declaration of love and commitment toward one’s profession surfaced also in conversation with participants. For example, Christof’s passion for his job went beyond its monetary benefits to the extent that he would not even notice if the company that employed him had stopped paying his salary.
The YVR Instructional Designers meetup differed from Orr (1996) and Van Maanen and Barley’s (1984) communities in one fundamental aspect: the absence of a unilateral force or institution creating the figure of the instructional designer in the first place. Unlike Orr’s concept, there was no corporation defining what an instructional designer is or does, or a managerial structure that the community opposed. The instructional designer appeared, instead, as a subjectivity open to multiple positions created in relation with and in opposition to many different organizations. For example, the in-house instructional designer appeared to be a much different entity than the freelance consultant. The former was defined by a managerial structure, while the latter was delineated in relation to the multiple projects they were involved with. Likewise, these two professionals faced different problems: The in-house instructional designer did not have to worry about marketing their services, while the freelance consultant also had to be responsible for the administrative aspects of their work. Yet, the commonalities they expressed at the meetings prevailed over their differences and allowed them to recognize each other as colleagues and to form a shared understanding of what it meant to be a good instructional designer. The ability of the instructional-designers community to cross differences was key, especially in light of the diversity—in terms of employment conditions—of the audiences attending its events.
The YVR Instructional Designers meetup was meant to be a moment for e-learning professionals to come together and enjoy recreational and socialization opportunities. Despite its casual nature, the group offered me a vision of how people came to grips with and negotiated the shortcomings generated by the contingent, flexible, and always-in-flux organization of labor within what I call the start-up episteme. As a whole, the community played a critical function, which became evident when participants questioned the risk-taking, privatized, and flexible professional subjectivities normalized by the epistemic regularities of the start-up. By sharing their stories, participants sought creative solutions to the problems affecting their profession, such as the need to constantly update their skills, build portfolios of professional experiences, and chase after new projects. Moreover, through side projects, participants pushed each other to develop their craft, thus reinstating the position of the instructional designer as a skilled worker. I found this latter aspect especially relevant because it openly countered the tendency, inspired by the start-up episteme regularities, to devalue skills in favor of agility, execution speed, and assetization. Instead of the escapist dreams of entrepreneurial freedom and digital nomadism exemplified by the mastermind participants’ stories (see Chap. 4), the occupational community of e-learning specialists was able to chart paths for navigating the challenges of the start-up episteme from within. These critical interventions were multiple and fragmented. On the one hand, the incidental nature of the group’s critical role played against the possibility of building a solid alternative to the start-up worker’s subject position. On the other hand, such multiplicity was precisely what allowed participants to see each other as colleagues, to empathize with each other’s problems, without asking them to put aside their differences and their sense of individuality.

5.4 On the Limits of Occupational Communities
In my interpretation of episteme, I mentioned Michel Foucault’s (1972) antiessentialist conception of the subject. In Foucault’s understanding of episteme, there is no outside, no space for reflection, and therefore no ground on which to construct a critique to the “implicit systems which determine our most familiar behavior without our knowing it” (Foucault interviewed in Simon, 1971, p. 201). If the start-up really is a mode of conduct preordering the space for self-actualization that was created by the loosening of industrial capitalism’s bureaucratic structures, then it is difficult not to be pessimistic about the possibility of escaping such a pervasive system of self-administration. Echoing Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello’s (2007) artistic critique of capitalism, some of the people I interviewed described withdrawing from regular employment as a necessary step on the path toward professional realization and personal freedom. This was the case with Bianca, Daniel, and Kenny, described in Chap. 4. These escapist dreams, however, ultimately subjected individuals to regimes of self-control that were no less coercive.
However, there is an alternative way to establish a critical position within the start-up episteme. Efforts to reform the start-up episteme from within can take place thanks to the informal work of occupational communities (Van Maanen & Barley, 1984). In these transient moments of commonality, the various subjectivities of the start-up episteme can come together and share tactics for overcoming the problems they face in their work. These groups provide practical support to workers, allowing them to learn new skills, meet colleagues, and expand their portfolio of experiences, all of which are essential to their employability. The critical role of informal gatherings is made possible by the mediating role of technical knowledge. As seen in the YVR Instructional Designers group, technical skills provide a common ground that allow individuals to relate to each other regardless of specific working conditions. Technical skills offer the opportunity for the splintered identities (e.g., freelancers, solopreneurs, regular employees, digital nomads, etc.) created by the start-up episteme’s multiple regularities to come together and to reflexively take steps toward improving their working conditions. This type of community is critical, especially as technical knowledge is more and more devalued by a way of working that requires individuals to outsource such knowledge in order to maintain their mobility within networked production structures.
For these reasons, occupational communities can be an important avenue for workers to voice their concerns and tackle exploitative work practices and the ideologies normalizing them. The fact that the critical function of these groups is incidental and tactical rather than intentional—as in the case of traditional forms of organizing, such as unions and guilds—should not deter from considering them as capable of reforming the start-up way of working. My experience as a participant in several groups points to the opportunities for people to come together and defend their technical expertise and professional subjectivities against attempts to deskill their jobs. The work of these groups was the closest attempt at professional self-determination that I witnessed in the course of my fieldwork.
However, the critical potential that occupational communities have in shaping an alternative future for independent workers is largely unexpressed, and their role is at times problematic. My experience as a participant in the YVR Instructional Designers group shows how these informal gatherings, while helping individuals cope with the consequences of an organization of labor inspired by the lean managerial culture, repurpose some of this culture’s central tenets as solutions to problems that this culture creates. A case in point is how participants approached issues of skills obsolescence and portfolio building as opportunities for iterative experimentation and business development. Indeed, this approach helped them to address their need to remain at the forefront of technological developments. However, doing so also reified the start-up regularities of projectivity, bootstrapping, and assetization. The repetition of epistemic regularities was evident in the way participants used these meetings as opportunities to build new and scalable business models. Such an approach had serious material implications. First of all, these efforts normalized expectations about workers’ willingness to engage in free and immaterial labor (Terranova, 2000), which is selectively (if ever) remunerated by clients. Moreover, the imperative for group participants to remain open and ready to jump from project to project justified their condition as precarious and flexible workers and framed it as a necessary precondition for professional growth and self-actualization. Furthermore, agility and openness to pivot at any time justified the use of exploitative technologies and practices. Case in point is the promotion of labor crowdsourcing platforms. Instead of discussing the implications that these technologies can have on other knowledge workers (e.g., exploitation of virtual assistants situated in low labor-cost countries [Costas & Grey, 2012]), labor crowdsourcing was promoted as a resource for overworked e-learning consultants. As in a Ponzi scheme, independent workers were invited to transition from being marginalized nodes within flexible and fleeting networks of production to becoming the center of subnetworks of labor supply—a transition facilitated by the availability of digital marketplaces such as Fiverr and Upwork.
In addition, while technical skills were essential in bringing professionals from different backgrounds together, skills-based forms of sociality also led to the systematic exclusion of certain participants. Specifically, the expression of technical proficiency, in combination with participants’ desire to demonstrate their love and dedication to the profession, often resulted in the recreation of gendered discourses and practices that reinforce existing inequities in creative and cultural industries (Bridget et al., 2015). For instance, hands-on sessions at both the YVR Instructional Designers group at the Social Tech Vancouver groups evoked a distinct “garage spirit” (Bulut, 2020, p. 59). This is a spirit blending the DIY ethics of hacking culture with an entrepreneurial drive involving intense work rhythms, self-sacrifice, and total “dedication to crunch” (p. 60). In the groups I attended, the garage spirit came with assumptions about technical skills as being inherently masculine, as opposed to the more feminine “soft skills” (Hong, 2016). The Graham’s story exemplifies this unintended effect of technical skills. While at Bloom, his interest in learning new programming languages and software applications was motivated by both curiosity and a desire to “gain the respect” of colleagues. Although his job as director of project operations did not involve technical work, he still felt compelled to demonstrate his technical proficiency to employees reporting to him as a way to establish his legitimacy as a director. In Graham’s experience, technical skills represented the axis around which identities were articulated and hierarchies established within networked production teams (Fisher, 2008). After leaving his position at Bloom, he found in meetup groups—specifically in Social Tech Vancouver project nights—a space where he could hone and demonstrate his technical abilities. There, participants saw themselves and acted as radical innovators, as hackers—or better, hacktivists (George & Leidner, 2019)—seeking unconventional technical solutions to societal issues. Unsurprisingly, the two projects developed by the group during my period of observation were led by two male participants, Christof and Graham. This attitude was not only specific to Social Tech Vancouver, but it also surfaced in “war stories” shared by the YVR Instructional Designers group participants during roundtable sessions. The stories abounded in technical details and aimed at depicting the instructional designer as a skilled person, in contrast to the allegedly nontechnical personnel with whom they had to collaborate. This was a distinction that more often than not fell along gender lines. While these moments proved to be beneficial in terms of defending one’s professional expertise, acquiring new skills, and crossing employment differences, they also had the unintended consequence of associating technical proficiency with traditional gender roles, ultimately reinforcing the technomasculine (Johnson, 2018) stereotype of the heroic, bootstrapped, hustling entrepreneur.
Finally, the gendering of these groups depended not only on the narratives they created but also on very practical and material factors. To the already-overworked population of independent workers, participating in these gatherings is as essential as it is expensive. Searching for relevant groups, attending events, contributing to groups, and maintaining an active online presence is not just a matter of personal marketing and self-promotion. These are critical activities that independent workers must perform in order to be able to work, and they require a significant investment of time and labor that not everyone, especially those traditionally held responsible for reproductive labor, can afford.
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Several years after attending the Pixel Perfect Collective hackathon in 2014, I can now reflect on my experience as a participant in the Vancouver digital and new media industry. The original intent of my inquiry was to understand and analyze the managerial discourses informing the organization of work in new media and digital start-up companies. However, shortly after entering the field, I realized how discourses about entrepreneurship, work flexibility, and professional agility that were often displayed, celebrated, and performed by aspiring entrepreneurs were all but limited to early-stage hi-tech companies. Through the concept of episteme, defined as a transcendent system of regularities across discourses, I showed how the start-up has transitioned from being a managerial discourse prescribing operations in early-stage companies to becoming a frame of reference for how independent workers and salaried employees alike conduct themselves within and outside the workplace. As a “free-floating modifier that [conveys] a cluster of meanings, including flexible, innovative, lean, disruptive, and poised to scale” (Schulte, 2018, p. 135), the start-up repurposes technological and managerial metaphors to justify and naturalize practices of self-discipline. These practices originated as a criticism of the limits of industrial capitalism (e.g., lack of opportunities for personal growth, deskilling, and disempowerment) but, contextually, have introduced new inequities and forms of alienation. These challenges include the need to constantly invest in new technical skills, the individualization of economic risk, and the necessity to continually pursue new projects as a way to differentiate such risk.
The implications of the start-up episteme on the organization of labor are neither strictly personal nor limited to the new media and digital industries. Indeed, work is an essential component of identity, a form of expression, and an opportunity for actualization; however, the way work is organized, divided, delegated, outsourced, and protected has implications that extend beyond the personal. The way we work shapes professional cultures, influences the geographies and the images of our cities, and affects global flows of capital and people. Through the concept of the start-up episteme, I attempted to delineate the cultural hinterland within which these transformations are normalized as formally rational and efficient, and, more importantly, to foreground the fleeting spaces of critique in which the start-up, as a series of regularities across discourses ordering our lived experiences, can be questioned and reformed.
6.1 The Start-Up as a Managerial Discourse
The first time I experienced the start-up episteme was in the form of a managerial discourse disciplining production processes in early-stage ventures. This is a discourse that is still permeated by concepts developed in the New Economy era (see Sect. 2.​2). Ideas such as emergence, bottom-up organization, edge of chaos, and positive feedback have been, and still are, employed to describe the economy as a system ruled by increasing returns and to justify the transition from hierarchical organigrams to flexible networks of production. As discussed in Chap. 2, the ultimate failure of dot-com companies to achieve the economic results foreseen by early New Economy theorists (Arthur, 1996; Coyle, 1997; Kelly, 1998) represented nearly the end of the irrationally exuberant optimism of the 1990s. The 2000 stock crash was a point of diffraction, according to Michel Foucault’s (1972, p. 69) terms, which led to the hybridization of dot-com managerial and economic theories with ideas and concepts from lean production, Agile development, and design thinking. This moment coincided with the transition from a teleological understanding of start-up (i.e., start-up as a bounded phase in the corporate life cycle) to start-up as a perpetual mode of being. Through this transition, the start-up also became a mode of conduct, an instrument of self-discipline.
As such, start-up resembled what Luc Boltanski and Eve Chiapello (2007) called the artistic critique of capitalism, understood as a rejection of totalitarian institutions of control (first and foremost, the bureaucratized state and the hierarchical corporation) in the name of self-realization and autonomy through work. This was the case with “Daniel,” the front-end designer I met at the mastermind group, who quit his job when the start-up he was working for was acquired by a larger company. The new organization of labor privileged control and predictability afforded by waterfall-inspired managerial methods over the Agile mindset that Daniel perceived as essential to his craft. This was likewise the case with “Bianca,” who left CTRL+ when her job changed from figuring out what to do to executing preset tasks and reporting to the leadership team—now the only corporate organ endowed with the task of making decisions—and again with “Graham,” the organizer of the Social Tech Vancouver meetup. In Graham’s case, being promoted from an operative to an executive position meant losing touch with the company’s people and culture. In his own words, he became removed from “really getting to connect with people, build relationships, build culture together.” But it was not just about losing a perceived feeling of empowerment in this transition; these participants’ jobs lost projectivity, understood as the possibility to imagine different professional futures, often by learning new skills or mastering new technologies. Disempowered by systemic barriers to career progression, with limited access to learning opportunities and trapped in unfulfilling jobs, the majority of my participants decided to embark on independent careers as solopreneurs, consultants, freelancers, and digital nomads. Whereas sabotage, the conscientious withdrawal of efficiency (Veblen, 2001, p. 5), was the paradigmatic form of resistance in industrial capitalism, in modern capitalism dropping out seems to be the ultimate form of critique against an organization or type of labor that prevents individuals from achieving self-realization and actualization through work. Yet, when individuals decide to escape, both symbolically and materially, regular forms of employment, they reconstitute themselves in ways that reflect the regularities of the start-up.
To these people, start-up self-entrepreneurship offered the promise of overcoming industrial-era forms of alienation (e.g., atomistic division of labor, deskilling of the workforce). Combined with the mediating and decentralizing capabilities of digital technologies, the start-up as a mode of conduct seemed to fulfill the prophecies of techno soothsayers (e.g., Tapscott, 1999) who saw the affirmation of knowledge as a factor of production and the diffusion of digital networks as the harbinger of a new industrial revolution. Or, in the words of Scott Lash and John Urry (1994), the slimming of managerial structures seemed to open a space for the affirmation of a “reflexive worker” (p. 122), a subject responsible for both the conceptualization and the execution of their own job. Those who took the plunge and embraced the archetype of the start-up worker (as defined in Sect. 4.​3) could not only reclaim their autonomy at work but also have fun doing it. For several of my participants, living the start-up life meant an opportunity to experience the “crazy vitality” of capitalism (Thrift, 2005, p. 1). As Bianca remembered of her early days as a digital nomad, “It is so much fun. There’s something that just attracts you to this kind of life. It’s hard to describe. Even if it’s a failure, it just feels like I got something really valuable, more valuable than money.”
That something attracting my participants to start-up self-entrepreneurship was the freedom to embark on multiple professional journeys and experiment through multiple, often simultaneous, projects in an attempt find a scalable business model. Their professional and personal biographies were not unprecedented. In 1998, Kevin Kelly was already describing careers in the network economy as “patchworks of vocations” (p. 108), and, that same year, Richard Sennett (1998) published his analysis on work and professional identities, in which he analyzed the short-term, flexible, and always-in-flux careers of workers in modern capitalism. In large part, my interviewees embodied Sennett’s and Kelly’s descriptions of modern knowledge workers. As my participants appeared to be the ideal inhabitants of Boltanski and Chiapello’s “projective city” (2007, p. 107), their careers also developed along a narrative path made of many segments, each of which represented individual experiences developed in different projects. What set my participants’ descriptions of their careers apart from previous accounts of network workers was their nonlinear and exponential understanding of progress and aspiration for growth. Such progress was to be achieved through cyclical experimentation and the assetization of professional skills, an approach that, I argue, led to a new form of alienation, one peculiar to the start-up episteme.

6.2 Alienation of the Start-Up Worker
In the aftermath of the dot-com bubble burst, the lean turn of the start-up managerial discourse downscaled the idea of start-up and turned it into a calculated entrepreneurial exercise that was available not only to new ventures but also to individuals; managerial literature no longer presented the start-up as a game reserved for the kind of heroic entrepreneurs and mythical innovators worshiped by Peter Thiel and Blake Masters (2014). Following Eric Ries’s idea of lean entrepreneurship (2011), start-up became a calculated experiment, a framework on which everyone—from independent workers to side hustlers, to venture-backed entrepreneurs—could rely to build a sustainable, scalable business. It was in this moment that “start-up” transcended its teleological acceptation—that is, start-up as synonym for early-stage ventures—to become an instrument of governmentality offering people the possibility of becoming authenticity-seeking subjects in a permanent condition of experimentation and instability. The start-up path to transcendence is reflected in the proliferation of business and self-help books that repurposed managerial concepts as tools for creating new professional subjectivities. Chris Gillebeau’s The $100 Start-up (2012), Timothy Ferris’s 4 Hour Workweek (2007), and LinkedIn cofounder Reid Hoffman’s The Startup of You (Hoffman & Casnocha, 2012) all urged people to “think and act like you’re running a startup: your career” (p.8). If withdrawing from the disciplinary regimes of industrial capitalism really creates the basis for the emergence of the reflexive worker, as Lash and Urry (1994) suggested, then, in my case, that basis was quickly ordered by the epistemic regularities of the start-up, which I configured as three: projectivity, bootstrapping, and assetization. These regularities provided a framework for individuals to chart their own independent careers once they were freed from what Bianca referred to as “corporate handcuffs.”
The first regularity is projectivity, which refers to the desire expressed by participants to engage in projects—often multiple projects at once—as a way to build scalable business models and attempt to create a future that is radically different from their present, a future that escapes the linear predictability of corporate and traditional jobs. It would be unfair to characterize my participants’ desire for economic and personal affirmation as just the reflection of neoliberal entrepreneurial ethos. It would also be very one-sided to attribute it to capitalism’s “cultural circuit” (Thrift, 2005, p. 5), composed of self-help literature, motivational gurus, and online courses mythicizing start-up self-entrepreneurship. An important element behind projectivity is the deterioration of working conditions in traditional forms of employment. The people I interviewed were vocal about the lack of growth opportunities offered by their jobs and the systemic, often gender-based, barriers to career development. Despite all the efforts they put into updating their knowledge and expanding their technical skills, for some of them (e.g., Daniel and Bianca in Sects. 4.​1.​1 and 4.​1.​2, respectively), there was no corporate ladder to climb and no room to grow as professionals. The start-up episteme offered these people the chance to escape the corporate rat race and to pave their own path to actualization. In addition, in the possibility of building scalable assets, my participants saw an opportunity to accelerate their careers beyond linearity. Instead of building a ladder to climb, my participants were trying to build a trampoline, knowing that every project could potentially skyrocket their careers or send them right back to where they started.
Moreover, the stories I collected at the mastermind groups and professional meetups are only a portion of the experiences I learned about throughout my investigation. While many of my participants decided to become entrepreneurs, digital nomads, or solopreneurs, many others ended up living the start-up-worker life because of a lack of better alternatives. These are the “entrepreneurs by necessity” as one of my participants identified himself, for whom independent labor represented the last resort before unemployment. Kate Oakley (2013) described this form of coerced entrepreneurialism in rapidly changing industries as “forced entrepreneurship” (p. 149). Whether they were experienced consultants or unemployed professionals transitioning out of a stable job and venturing into freelancing, the start-up offered them a way to think about their work, a way to establish themselves in relation to it, and a method for navigating the uncertainty of independent labor.
The second regularity, bootstrapping, refers to the experimental nature of work performed by the independent workers I met. It indicates a kind of “learning by doing and by failing” (Kenney, 2000, p. 177) that takes place through project work, as in the case of side projects and volunteer work. This way of thinking about work urges people to approach every project as a small entrepreneurial experiment and frames failure as a precondition for future success. The bootstrap epistemic regularity is reflected in the way participants approached every new project as a cycle toward (self-)validation. As minimum viable products (Ries, 2011, p. 77) cycling through test-measure-learn loops, my subjects described their work as endless experiments aimed at validating or rejecting a business hypothesis—and sometimes even lifestyle choices. For instance, living abroad or changing life habits in order to baseline (a term used by digital nomads to indicate reducing living expenses to the bare minimum) was evaluated through the same iterative logic employed to measure the validity of a technical project.
The opportunity to approach every work experience as a small experiment toward validation rendered high-risk projects relatively more approachable and helped my participants cope with the uncertainty of their working—and, sometimes, living—conditions. Moreover, charting their future as a series of small experiments made it easier for my participants to abandon projects whenever projects failed to deliver the desired results, and to start working on more promising ones before it was too late—in other words, to “pivot” (Ries, 2011, p. 149) their careers and, to some extent, their lives. “Kenny’s” story is, in this respect, evocative. Establishing himself as an MVP in search of validation, he decided to quit his career at Facebook and moved to Indonesia. Besides fulfilling a personal need for change, moving to Bali was an opportunity for him to extend his “runway” (Ries, 2011, p. 180), thanks to “geoarbitrage” (Ferriss, 2007, p. 113). Reducing his expenses to the bare minimum, Kenny was then able to expose himself to as many projects as possible, testing and iterating his way toward economic stability and professional fulfillment—a fulfillment that, nevertheless, seemed always beyond the horizon and did not depend on any project’s actual success or failure. Paradoxically, my participants described successful projects as just as unfulfilling as unsuccessful ones (see Kenny’s description of his first business in Sect. 4.​1). Successful projects were, according to Bianca and in Kenny’s experience, useful only inasmuch as they provided resources for more experimentation. This point of view leads to what I identify as one of the main differences between workers in the start-up episteme and previous conceptions of the neoliberal, self-entrepreneurial subject. In the start-up episteme, the possibility of achieving professional actualization is prevented by the imperative for workers to remain in a permanent state of experimentation. Therefore, the start-up worker occupies the position of an unstable professional subject whose identity depends on being in a constant state of agitation. In a state of rest, instead, the start-up worker idles into oblivion and loses their identity.
Becoming a start-up worker, or a worker in the start-up episteme, involves developing the ability to conduct oneself strategically in order to stay relevant in one’s respective field. It entails, for example, becoming aware and intentional about which technical skills to learn, which niches to move into, how much to invest in a project, which risks to take, which ones to avoid, and how to connect and with whom. The difference between the technical skills required by projects and this form of self-management discipline follows the distinction that both managerial literature and my participants made between the skills needed to work in a business as opposed to the knowledge needed to work on a business (Gerber, 2015, p. 97; Gillebeau, 2012, p. 133). The former refers to the skills dealing with the execution of the tasks involved in the day-to-day operations of a business, while the latter is a meta-knowledge allowing individuals to temper the uncertainty of independent project-based labor. Learning how to balance these two forms of knowledge is essential for start-up workers. As I pointed out in the third epistemic regularity, assetization, becoming a start-up worker entails not only being technically proficient but also being able and willing to externalize those skills. Skills externalization, which is usually achieved through standardization and outsourcing, allows start-up workers to remain agnostic in respect to the tools and knowledge of their trades (Lesage & Lusoli, 2024). Skills externalization not only helps individuals remain flexible and open to new experimentation but also allows projects relying on those skills to scale and be traded as assets. In this respect, Kenny’s case is emblematic. Kenny quit his corporate job at Facebook to become a skilled and successful web publisher. However, he neither considered himself a web publisher nor aspired to become one. He saw himself as an entrepreneur of, literally, himself. What Kenny considered to be his unique skills were not publishing websites and selling online advertising, even though he had years of experience in this field, thanks to his previous jobs in the advertising divisions of Google and Facebook; quite the opposite, these skills were incidental and just happened to constitute the operative part of his job in the early days of his independent career. The pursuit of scale imposed the outsourcing of those skills to remote workers who operated through online and digitally mediated platforms for subcontracting (e.g. Upwork, Fiverr, etc.), and who were managed by standard operating procedures. What Kenny considered to be his distinctive skills, and the source of his professional identities, were the skills needed to conduct himself as a business, that is, his ability to create, launch, and manage projects in a lean and Agile manner.
Such a condition of agnosticism, or alterity, with one’s skills is peculiar, especially considering that most of the people I met decided to venture into independent labor as a way to achieve actualization at work. Once freed from the impositions of corporate organigrams, the perceived need to pursue scalable projects and to remain in a constant state of movement drove my participants to actualize their creative, infinitely malleable, and purposeful labor in ways that created a schism between themselves, the products of their work, and the skills employed to produce them. Therefore, alterity is not only the essential condition for propelling the cycle of constant experimentation, but it is also the ultimate form of alienation in the start-up episteme—a form of alienation that urges independent workers to do what they love while treating their skills, contextually, as revenue-generating assets that must exist outside and independently of them.

6.3 Occupational Communities in the Start-Up Episteme
How does one question and reform a work culture that is as pervasive as it is difficult to grasp? As discussed in Chap. 5, collective forms of negotiation and efforts for the democratization of the start-up episteme can take place thanks to the informal work of occupational communities (Van Maanen & Barley, 1984). These are fleeting and ever-changing groups in which the subjugated knowledges created by the start-up episteme can come together and share tactics for overcoming the problems they face in their work. Some groups allow their participants instead to enhance or maintain their employability by providing opportunities to engage in new projects, expand their networks, and acquire new skills. My experience as a participant in different groups points to the opportunity for people to come together and defend their technical expertise and professional subjectivities against attempts to deskill and devalue their work. The groups offered participants the possibility to recognize each other as peers, thanks to the mediating role of technical knowledge and regardless of their employment conditions. However, the role that the group played for its participants was ambiguous. For example, participants in the groups I observed sometimes rather unproblematically repurposed ideas of deskilling and crowdsourcing as a way to streamline their work. Moreover, participants’ self-selection and gendered narratives about technical proficiency led to the reinforcement of masculine values and entrepreneurial stereotypes (Johnson, 2018).
What the future of these groups will be and whether they will be able to become more than just informal gatherings for specialized workers is still to be understood and will require further research. The work of groups such as the Tech Workers Coalition, Game Workers Unite (Woodcock, 2020), and 996 ICU points to the possibility of creating new models of representation that are complementary to traditional guilds and unions. However, the extent to which these forms of representation can be truly democratic and politically relevant is up for debate.

6.4 Post-mortem
Writing post-mortems is a ritual of start-up entrepreneurship. Through irony, start-up entrepreneurs use this form of business eulogy to reflect on their failures and make fun of their entrepreneurial debacles. As an ethnographer of the start-up episteme, I believe this is the appropriate time and place to celebrate the end of this journey, reflect on the past, and look into the future. Specifically, I want to focus on two large trends which will likely impact labor and its organization in the years to come: AI and remote work.
The 2020 COVID-19 pandemic has profoundly affected how people in knowledge-intensive industries work. For urban white-collar workers in service jobs, the option to work remotely provided unprecedented flexibility, both geographically and in terms of employment conditions (Lusoli, 2022). In this respect, the normalization of remote work and the transition from in-person working arrangements to hybrid or remote-first conditions have rendered traditional employment conditions closer to those of the people chronicled in this book. Freelancers, gig workers, and independent professionals have long faced issues such as professional isolation, individualization, and fear of missing out. To implement and regulate hybrid or remote work in fair and equitable ways, it is therefore crucial to learn from their experiences, challenges, and needs.
In addition, recent advancements in AI and the diffusion of AI-powered commercial tools for content creation have enabled people to delegate time-consuming, creative, and clerical tasks to black-boxed machine-learning algorithms. Some suggest AI can support knowledge workers by automating repetitive tasks, thus allowing them to focus on the truly creative parts of their jobs (Anantrasirichai & Bull, 2022; Parra Pennefather, 2023). Technological advancements in the field of generative AI have sparked renewed optimism for the emergence of a new class of autonomous and digitally equipped workers responsible for both conceptualizing and executing their own tasks (Chandler & Cortada, 2000). Values such as independence and autonomy underlie discussions about the future of remote work as well. Here, the opportunity to work from anywhere is seen as an unprecedented chance for individuals to shift from traditional corporate employment to a career as an independent worker (Sako, 2021). These future of work scenarios resemble a revival of the free agent narrative, where skilled individuals replaced the “Organization Man [emphasis added]” (Whyte, 2002) as the driving force of modern capitalism (Pink, 2001). To critical scholars, these proclamations sound like rehashed versions of techno-utopianism, which cyclically have swayed society, from the dot-com era to the post-2001 stock market crash renaissance.
Such cyclical patterns of techno-optimism require contrapuntal waves of critical scholarship about the epistemic foundations underlying these narratives. The start-up episteme, with its emphasis on individualism, self-growth, and alienation, can contribute to framing techno utopianism’s latest iteration in continuity with familiar neoliberal paradigms despite its purportedly revolutionary nature. Specifically, the start-up worker subject position, and the tension between self-realization and alienation within capitalism disciplinary regimes in which this position emerges, provides a lens for making sense of the contradictions between proclaimed emancipatory properties of AI and increasingly invisible systems of real subsumption enforced through mechanisms of algorithmic control and surveillance. Exploring how remote and AI-powered means of production modulate the realization-alienation tension will be essential to understanding the transformations of labor triggered by the introduction of these technologies. Even more important will be to examine how the convergence of AI and remote work technologies reinforces existing power asymmetries across identity lines while simultaneously reconfiguring and naturalizing them in novel ways. Future research must, therefore, interrogate how AI and distributed labor processes are reshaping not only work practices but also workers’ subjectivities and collective imaginaries from an intersectional perspective. It will be particularly important to examine how this transformation is experienced differently by workers at the intersection of race, gender, and class, as the benefits of technological advancements are rarely distributed evenly across identity categories and their intersections. In addition, research should explore emerging and alternative skills-based forms of organizing, challenging the hegemony of tech-enabled neoliberal narratives, as in the case of platform cooperativism (Sandoval, 2020; Soriano, 2023). These alternative forms of organizing can open up technological and social imaginaries for reconfiguring work beyond the current dichotomous division between corporate employment and individualistic entrepreneurship. The question of whether these technological changes will lead to what sociologist Gerald Davis (2013) referred to as the postcorporate economy, and who will have a chance to thrive in that new world of work, is a topic that organization and labor scholars will need to address in the coming years.
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