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Abstract. In this paper we study the adoption of Web 2.0 platforms. Existing
theoretical approaches to understand the adoption of IT are critically reexamined for their applicability in the Web 2.0 domain. We find that the two
basic assumptions of traditional approaches 1) the unit of analysis is a person
and 2) the technology´s primary utility is personal, does not hold for Web 2.0
platforms. Instead, we argue, the appropriate unit of adoption is the social
network and the utility stems mainly from collective use.
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1

INTRODUTION

Web 2.0 platforms have in very short time integrated into people´s lives both
socially and professionally. A Web 2.0 platform is loosely defined as an aggregation
of technologies such as blogs, wiki’s, mash-ups, social bookmarking sites, and others
that are build around social relations that individuals establish or confirms with each
other for the purpose of communication, collaboration and coordination of
information, knowledge and activities (O’Reilly 2005). A web 2.0 platform is
inherently a participative environment where the consumers of information and
knowledge are simultaneously the co-creators and consumers of information and
knowledge (Parameswaran et al. 2007).
Web 2.0 has attracted the attention of researchers, practitioners and organizations
alike. One reason is that the estimated value of a platform, for example Facebook is
worth $11.5 Billion according to Bloomberg Business Week (March 3, 2010 edition)
and the revenue made on ads is enormous, so the value of predicting and
understanding which platform succeeds and why is substantial. However before we
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are overwhelmed by the success of a few platforms we must remember that most Web
2.0 platforms never gain much attention and become abandoned after the first
colonists realize that too few are following to make the platform viable. Most settlers
therefore move on leaving behind a “ghost town” platform of forgotten passwords,
profiles that are never updated, and connection requests that are never granted.
Academic studies have examined the adoption of specific Web 2.0 technologies
(Hester 2008) and employed popular and widely acknowledged models such as
Diffusion of Innovation (DOI) (Rogers 1995), Technology Acceptance (TAM) or
Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) (Davis et al. 1989;
Venkatesh et al. 2003) that have proven themselves in the past. However many extend
DOI and TAM to cover Web 2.0 platforms without revisiting the basic assumptions of
the models and their acclaimed validity domain (Sledgianowski et al. 2009). One
profound difference is that Web 2.0 platforms only have value when many are using
them, which is not paramount for many previous IT applications that were perfectly
useful for an individual alone e.g. word processing. This weighty difference is often
neglected. Therefore Web 2.0 represents a paradigm shift in IT and as such traditional
models of adoption and diffusion may not readily apply. The central point of
departure is thus the following research question.
How to understand the adoption of Web 2.0 platforms?
The remainder of this paper is organized the following way. In the next section we
describe Web 2.0 platforms and review the classical diffusion literature and pinpoint
some of the limitations of an extension of their validity domain. In the third section
we propose the social network lens as a better explanatory vehicle for understanding
and predicting the adoption and diffusion of Web 2.0 platforms. Finally we make
some conclusions and discuss the potential implications of our work.

2

THE NATURE OF WEB 2.0 PLATFORMS

In this section we first summarize and discuss the literature surrounding web 2.0
platforms and we then review the literature in adoption and diffusion literature.
2.1

Web 2.0 platforms

Web 2.0 platforms refer to technological and social infrastructures that are used to
support specific and generalized modes of communication and collaboration between
distributed individuals that share a common interest. Web 2.0 platforms are often
referred to as social media platforms. Social media have been described as having the
unique feature of “active creation of content by their users or members”(Scott et al.
200,O’Reilly 2005) where the creation of content takes place through the building and
maintaining of social relations. Technologies such as wikis, blogs, podcasts,
folksonomies, mash-ups, social networks, virtual-worlds and crowd-sourcing are also
referred to as web 2.0 technologies (Andriole 2010).
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Revisiting classical adoption and diffusion theory

The diffusion and adoption of technologies have been examined from two broad
perspectives. The first perspective focuses on the personal adoption of a technology.
The second perspective focuses on the spread of a technology among a group of
people.
The individual adoption of a technology is based on two broad theories from social
psychology i.e. the theory of reasoned action (Fishbein et al. 1975) and the theory of
planned behavior (Ajzen 1985). The first work by Davis, Bagozzi and others (1989;
1989) was referred to as the technology acceptance model (TAM). TAM has been
applied across cultures (Straub et al. 1997), gender (Gefen et al. 1997), extended with
social influence (Malhotra et al. 2002), accounted for task-technology fit (Dishaw et
al. 1999), and other extensions. A comprehensive review performed by Venkatesh et
al. (2003) compared 8 different user acceptance models and synthesized them into a
comprehensive model referred to as the Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of
Technology (UTAUT). Since an extensive review of the theory is beyond the scope of
the paper please refer to Venkatesh (Venkatesh et al. 2007; Venkatesh et al. 2003) and
the special issue of JAIS for a more extensive literature review. Broadly speaking
within the individual technology acceptance literature characteristics such as habit,
self-efficacy, experience, task relevance, and others are primary and important
determinants of behavior regarding individual technology adoption and use (Davis et
al. 1989; Venkatesh et al. 2003).
The second perspective on the spread technology exists at a broader level and
examines the factors that contribute to and the manner in which technologies diffuse
across a population of potential adopters similar to the spread of a virus. Rogers
(1995) named adopter categories that characterize the nature of the adopters along a
Sigmoid curve of innovation adoption and places them in four categories; innovators,
early majority, late majority and laggards. Since the work of Rogers, DOI theory has
been extensively applied in IS (Attewell 1991; Moore et al. 1991; Mustonen-Ollila et
al. 2003). However despite its extensive application and popularity, DOI has also
received some criticism (Lyytinen et al. 2001; Lyytinen et al. 2011) noting that DOI
may not be sophisticated enough to address complex IT. DOI theory is especially
effective at examining singular, monolithic technologies or well-defined systems with
a apparent function such as TV sets or coffee makers (Lyytinen et al. 2001). Such
technologies typically rely on economies of scale on the supply side and the use of the
system on the demand side is fairly independent of others use of the same technology.
For instance, the use of a coffee maker is pretty straight forward and your usage is
fairly independent of other individuals’ use of coffee makers. Furthermore, mass
production on the supply side drives prices down leading to wider diffusion. As such,
DOI theory is successful in examining the diffusion of simple technologies as an
aggregated phenomenon across a population of would be adopters.
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Revisiting the assumptions of TAM and DOI

In the TAM and DOI approach to the adoption of innovations and technologies,
individual characteristics are the primary determinant of individual adoption and use
behavior. In examining the adopter population, individuals are treated as relatively
isolated from the group thereby separating them from the social setting in which they
are embedded. By treating individuals as independent in their adoption behavior, the
TAM and DOI perspectives do not focus on the interplay between users and between
user behaviors (Benbasat et al. 2007). Furthermore, TAM and associated theories of
adoption do not explain why parts of the population are more likely to adopt the
technology or service and the other parts of the population less so despite sharing
similar individual characteristics (Lyytinen et al. 2011). While they do a good job of
explaining why specific individuals adopt technologies and services, they do a
relatively poor job of understanding and explaining why others do not adopt the
technology or service despite being similar and belonging to the same pool of
potential adopters (Lyytinen et al. 2011).
2.4

Differentiating Web 2.0 Platforms

Web 2.0 platforms as infrastructures bind social networks together through which
existing and new social relations are established and maintained. Due to network
effects inherent in web 2.0 platforms the social relationships and transactions are not
mobile and individuals are relegated to adoption of web 2.0 platform based on similar
adoptions by members of his or her social network. Consequently, the adoption of a
web 2.0 platform by an individual is subordinated to the adoption of web 2.0
platforms by the social network. The superior predictor of the use of web 2.0
platforms by an individual is consequently the social network that a specific person
belongs to and not some personal traits or fit with a specific platform as DOI and
TAM models would assume.
Individuals may probe web 2.0 platforms in search of the most appropriate one but
the social network can only adopt a single web 2.0 platform due to the network
externalities associated with it. We therefore need to shift the unit of analysis from the
singular person to the social network. The individual user may prefer a different
platform but adoption would lead to online social exclusion and therefore the
individual is obliged to adopt the same platform as the social network regardless of
personal preferences and past experiences (analogously a goose may prefer to fly a
different way but will lose its flock if it does so). Behavior in such platforms is not
coordinated but rather based on informal rules and spontaneity that govern
interactions and is similar to social norms. Similarly behavior and knowledge in web
2.0 platforms is conditional on the use of the system by others.

3

INSIGHTS FROM SOCIAL NETWORK RESEARCH

Social network literature highlights the role of friends, family and coworkers in
driving the adoption and the diffusion of technologies and services (Siam et al. 2008;
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Sykes et al. 2009; Vannoy et al. 2010; Vilpponen et al. 2006). Furthermore, it also
highlights the manner in which the embeddedness of individuals in networks
increases the likeliness of adoption. To do this it relies on characteristics,
relationships between individuals, and the structure of the social network that people
are embedded in. Individuals replicate their real-world social relationships in web 2.0
platforms (Wellman et al. 1996). However web 2.0 based social networks are often
incompatible with each other as they both increase the visibility of social networks
and makes the communication boundaries between them transparent.
As we have characterized adoption and diffusion process of social media services
as a network phenomenon, we are agnostic about the boundaries of the network.
Social networks on web 2.0 platforms are exceptionally large and the ease of forming
and maintaining relationships makes a clear demarcation of network boundaries
conceptually and practically impossible. As such, in the context of web 2.0 platforms,
social media services and social networks, it is important to examine both a specific
social network and the global network of social networks. Social networks are
important in social media service since they are likely the first and major sources of
influence in adoption decisions. Global networks of social networks unlike single
social networks focus on all the relationships that might exist between all the social
networks in a specific demarcated system that exist on a specific Web 2.0 platform.
For instance, a social network around fridge door magnet collectors on Facebook
would be a specific social network while the global network would be the all the
social networks existing on Facebook and all the relationships between the active
social networks. The local configuration of relationships and the social network’s
adoption of technology represents a “we-intention” (Bagozzi 2007) on part of the
social network. The local configuration of relationships can be described in a variety
of ways ranging from traditional social network analytic measures to more
generalized measures of social structure.

4

CONCLUSIONS

In this research-in-progress we examined social networks´ adoption of Web 2.0
platforms. The social network is an emergent entity of many individuals and their
relations, yet it cannot be reduced to its constituent parts. Individualistic model that
focus on adoption of such services by the individual user are less suitable for such
analysis since they ignore the emergent properties of the social network and privilege
the “parts” instead of the “whole”. A social network perspective drives us to
examining groups of related individuals in examining adoption web 2.0 platforms.
The social network lens drives us towards examining relations and relational
structures that comprise groups and social networks. The primary question that
emerges from the use of the network lens is; how do social network characteristics
influence adoption of web 2.0 platforms? While previous research may have
examined web 2.0 and social media service adoption through the individualistic lens,
they have included certain social network components in their analysis. Our question
privileges the social network perspective above the individual and consequently the
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social network characteristics are not merely mediators or moderators but rather the
independent determinant in adoption of web 2.0 platforms.
This approach accommodates the puzzling fact that many people adopt several
Web 2.0 platforms even though this is both ineffective and troublesome. An apparent
anomaly that cannot be explained by the classical diffusion and adoption models but
our approach provides a plausible explanation. Namely that the adopting unit for Web
2.0 platforms is the social network and since a person naturally belongs to multiple
platforms she will have to adopt several platforms – in principle one for each social
network that she feels part of and wishes to contribute to. Consequently a person may
very well adopt several Web 2.0 platforms.
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