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Abstract -Grounded theory methodology was applied to understand wiki interaction behaviours in a large health 

insurance organization. Four patterns of engagement were found in varying situational contexts. Conformists 

interacted when required, prompting interaction for some, and damaging long-term participation for others. When 

encouraged by management and given time, Embracers interacted and emotions changed from negative to positive. 

Comfortable in a wiki sub-culture, Collaborators perceived value, experienced positive affect from the beginning, 

and were not concerned about misuse. For Traditionalists, the idea of changing content authored by someone else 

created anxiety where collaborative engagement was avoided. This paper discusses contextual and emotional 

influences correlated with wiki engagement behaviours in a business context. 
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1. Introduction 
Following Wikipedia’s lead, companies have mused over the collaborative power of wikis to 

influence business through knowledge creation and sharing (Kane & Fichman, 2009; Mader, 2008; 

Mayfield, 2006). Juxtaposed with classic information management systems, wikis pose a shift from 

capture and disseminate to democratization (equal access via the Internet) of knowledge (Pfaff & Hasan, 

2006). Businesses rooted in organizational structures, corporate process, evaluation systems, and 

relationships with others, report sluggish adoption (Hildreth, 2007; Laff, 2007; Mayfield). Open 

participation is disadvantaged in authority-driven organizations where anonymity is not protected, and 

volitional collaboration is unnatural (Arazy et al., 2009; Danis & Singer, 2008; Gears, 2011b). 

“I think the difference between using it in a corporation and out in the world is that people in the 

outside world are generally that way, the cultural aspect of it. They have already embraced the sharing; 

collaboration; don’t need credit. When you bring it into a company.... They were trying to move us to a 

new culture, and I don’t think it worked”-study participant. 

The goal of our research was to address the question, “In what ways do contextual influences affect 

wiki participation decisions?” Employee accounts of wiki participation behaviour in a large not-for-profit 

health insurance company were studied using grounded theory methodology. In the following sections we 

discuss wikis and their contributions in various enterprise cultures. We review trends in grounded theory 

and its role in understanding complexities within organizational boundaries. Our findings uncover patterns 

of interaction behaviours; emotion is also discussed.  

 

2. Related Work 
Anecdotal studies of wiki use within organizational boundaries reveal opportunities to learn more and 

improve collaborative outcomes. Success and failure have been reported for implementations varying in 

purpose, contextual variables, deployment conditions, and domain constraints (Adolph et al., 2008; 

Coleman & Lorek, 2009; Danis & Singer, 2008; Gears, 2011b; Grudin & Poole, 2010; Holtzblatt et al., 
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2010; Kane & Fichman, 2009; Wagner & Schroeder, 2010). The number of wikis instances deployed in 

organizations varied from thousands to, in rare cases, one enterprise-wide wiki; governance varied from 

private to shared access.  

Wiki success in business has been hampered by work cultures yielding an unwillingness, and fear, to 

openly share information (Caya & Nielsen, 2009; Holtzblatt et al., 2010; White & Lutters, 2007). 

Holtzblatt et al. reported the open wiki culture conflicted with existing work practices and competed with 

other corporate technologies; reluctance to edit another’s words was attributed to cultural sensitivities and 

lack of accountability. Coleman and Lorek (2009) found wiki to be a “bipolar technology” facilitating 

“open collaboration, knowledge sharing, and community building technology [in university]” and a 

“disruptive technology in a large corporation (p. 6).”  

Participation varied in large, small, and newly formed companies (start-ups), and found to be an 

unnatural fit inside a corporate firewall (Grudin & Poole, 2010). Through interview and survey data, 

organizations other than start-ups were found to have incentive, reputation, and governance structures 

already in place that interfered with open wiki collaboration. Wikis in large organizations competed with 

complex communication channels and repositories and were further influenced by authority figures, 

constraints, and employment responsibilities. Small businesses implemented company-wide wikis 

intended to serve all employees where contributors knew each other and communicated via other 

channels.  

The literature contains divergent findings. Majchrzak et al. (2006) found wikis to be sustainable; 

Grudin & Poole (2010) found a preponderance of “dead wikis (p. 3).” Managers’ views of wiki value 

were misaligned with benefits perceived by employees (Grudin & Poole; White & Lutters, 2007). Some 

studies report that managers were concerned about vandalism (White & Lutters) while others provide 

evidence that employees are less likely to vandalize since identities are determinable (Grudin &  Poole; 

Wagner & Schroeder, 2010). Holtzblatt, et al. (2010), suggest incentive structures are needed to motivate 

employee participation in wikis, whereas Gears (2011a) found that volitional wiki participation was 

energized intrinsically. 

As the numbers of wiki implementations grow, so have conflicting and coinciding anecdotal accounts 

yielding opportunities to learn more; no grounded theory studies were found. Our research strategy results 

in findings to better understand and predict wiki engagement for situational circumstances in business.  

 

3. Ground Theory Approaches 
Developing theory from the ground up (grounded theory) has been useful in exploring phenomena 

within complexities of organizational boundaries immersed in cultural norms and social interplay (Arazy 

et al., 2009; Martin & Turner, 1986; Matavire & Brown, 2008; Myers & Avison, 2002). Furthermore, 

grounded theory (GT) has been useful in identifying patterns within organizational contexts where people 

consume and interact with technology (Hughes & Jones, 2004; Matavire & Brown; Myers & Avison; 

Orlikowski, 2002).  

Amidst the evolution of GT, Charmaz (2006) promulgated advances in interpretive inquiry and 

constructivism. The researcher interprets participant experiences through their storytelling as a 

“construction” or “reconstruction” of a reality. Data (typically qualitative), are sorted, analyzed, 

categorized, and theorized (Charmaz; Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Beginning with initial coding, text is 

highlighted (word-by-word, line-by-line, incident to incident, or in vivo), followed by focused coding 

(frequently used initial codes), revealing the emergence of theoretical concepts (meaningfully categorized 

focused codes). As GT progresses, data are continually analyzed until theoretical saturation is recognized, 

that is, no new patterns or categorical relationships are discovered. 

 

4. Study Context 
Established in 1932, the not-for-profit organization under study employed approximately 6,500 

employees working in multiple locations. The single corporate wiki began as a small group initiative and 

within one year, expanded its reach to the entire company. Following three years of activity the number of 

wiki pages grew to nearly 51,100, including talk pages. Approximately 500 employees were considered 
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highly active wiki contributors (participation rate of 7.7%) mirroring a power law distribution found in 

other wiki instances (Arrindell et al., 1991). 

Individuals participating in the study worked in one of 12 business, technology, or 

business/technology liaison departments. Gender was equally represented in the study with 12 female 

employees and 12 male employees, ranging in age from 26 to 55. Employees self-identified their rank as 

an individual contributor (no formal leadership or management responsibilities), lead (leadership 

responsibilities in a domain without supervisory responsibilities, e.g., lead analyst), manager (management 

responsibilities for a group of employees), or senior manager (management responsibilities for managers.  

  

4.1. Data Collection Strategy 
Adolf, et al. (2008) cautioned that mixing GT methods could produce indefensible results; therefore 

this research strictly followed Charmaz (2006). The data collection strategy included unstructured 

interviews, personal journals, interview observations, and post-interview questions. Each interview began 

with, “Please tell me about your experience with the corporate wiki.” designed to spawn a natural flow of 

conversation.  

Intended to capture thoughts and feelings as they were happening, employees were asked to maintain 

a personal journal following interviews. The Positive Affect Negative Affect (PANAS-X) Scale (Watson 

et al., 1988)—a list of emotion word synonyms—was used to correlate self-reported feeling states (affect) 

as positive or negative.  

Recorded interviews were transcribed, coded, and analyzed using Nvivo 8. Collection and 

comparative analysis of interview and journal data transpired over a six-month period, while attending to 

theoretical sensitivity. Characteristic of GT, no sample size was specified, rather data collection and 

analysis continued through theoretical saturation. Analysis of interview and journal data resulted in 543 

categorized codes, 82 non-categorized codes, and 36 memos. 

 

5. Findings 
Theoretical concepts emerged in the analysis relating contextual variables, perceptions, norms, and 

emotion with wiki engagement behaviours. Engagement ranged from no participation to collaborative 

engagement using wiki components (refer to Table 1).  

 
Table 1. Wiki Engagement Patterns. 

 

Pattern Name 
Situational 

Circumstance 
Interaction Behavior 

Self-Reported 

Emotion 

Engagement 

Intensity 

Conformist Forced Interaction 
Lurk, Add & Edit 

Content 

Negative to Positive 

Positive to Negative 

No Change 

Low - Medium 

Embracer 
Encouraged 

Interaction 

Lurk, Add & Edit 

Content, Explore Wiki 

Features 

Negative to Positive Medium - High 

Collaborator 
Autonomous 

Interaction 

Lurk, Add & Edit 

Content, Wiki-based 

Discussions 

Positive High 

Traditionalist 
Emergence of Open 

Sub-culture 
No editing of content Negative Low 

Non-User 
Freely Editable 

Content 
None 

Negative and 

ambivalence 
None 
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Four patterns of engagement were associated with individuals acting in various situational contexts. 

Situational context indicates the conditions under which employee interaction decisions manifested. 

Engagement indicates the intensity of direct interaction. In the following sections, theoretical concepts are 

described and associated with engagement patterns. 

 

5.1. Patterns of Engagement 
All individuals shared their stories about the open and informal wiki presence. Some employees 

described a level of discomfort while others acknowledged opportunity to engage in unrestricted 

interaction and content development. A wiki culture and grassroots influences were common in all 

employee stories.  

The wiki was implemented without authorizations characteristic of other projects launched within the 

company. Wiki leaders (champions who established the wiki) and ambassadors (promoters of the wiki to 

others) cultivated an open participative culture encouraging employees to read, add, change content, and 

engage in discussions; inviting all employees to participate without authorizations or approvals. Wiki 

content was not secured for any groups or topics; all content was available to all employees. According to 

one wiki champion, “If we went through the formal process people would have wanted, I mean, how’s 

material getting approved? Who’s authorizing? It would have been totally counter to a wiki, and by the 

way I still run into that today. I caught a lot of grief from people.” 

The wiki implementation was noted as a major culture change for employees. According to one 

information technology manager, “There was a lot of diligence on the part of the wiki leaders to roll 

something out like this, because it was a culture change, a major culture change for people.” Wiki leaders 

strategically implemented the wiki informally and promoted an open and uncensored platform. Formal 

rewards or recognition, beyond typical employment agreements, were not offered as incentives to 

participate. 

Wiki leaders and ambassadors promoted usage organically (gradually, through passive advocacy). 

They invited participation through e-mail and word-of-mouth, hosted informal conversations, provided ad-

hoc demonstrations, and discussed how it could be useful. Participants voiced the emergence of the wiki 

as a grassroots initiative, “It was a word-of-mouth, grassroots kind of effort.” Employees “thought to be 

creative and open to new technology” were targeted. Word about the wiki appeared to spread on its own. 

“It was just a tool out there I happened to hear about.” “It has permeated itself throughout the 

organization.” “I can’t recall any corporate push or official corporate communication, there may have 

been I just might not recall it.” 

Wiki leaders, ambassadors, and system administrators (controllers of technology) cultivated an 

egalitarian presence within the traditional corporate context. Word spread, both positive and negative, 

among employees over time. Mixed reactions were described, along with discovery of patterns of 

engagement and related concepts described below.  

 

5.1.1. Conformist Pattern 
When required by managers, projects, or teams, Conformists (refer to Table 2) contributed to the 

wiki 100% of the time. In this situational context employees lurked, added, and under rare circumstances, 

edited content for activity reporting and/or team-based information sharing. Requirements to participate 

varied from verbal mandates to measures in performance reviews. According to Conformists, “Using the 

wiki was a requirement for working on the project.” “Reporting on the wiki was part of the job” “It was 

accepted, expected [to contribute to the wiki].” “We were told you had to use it.” 

 
Table 2. Demographics of Participants: Conformist Pattern. 

 

Pattern Type Gender Manager Lead Individual Contributor Age Range 

Conformist  6F 0M 2 1 3 35-53 
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Requiring use prompted some to engage who might not have interacted otherwise, and damaged 

willingness to participate for others in the long-term. According to one manager, “Trying to force 

everybody else to do it [use the wiki] isn’t going to work. I certainly don’t speak for everyone. The more 

you tell me I have to use it, the less likely I will.” Others reported enjoying the experience, and finding 

long-term benefit. “In the beginning I was skeptical to neutral. Now, I like it! I think there’s a lot of 

value.” 

Employees felt a mix of positive and negative emotion. Employees in this group reported a variety of 

feelings: “excited,” “afraid of the technology,” “frustrated because [the wiki] impacted an already 

overloaded work schedule,” “uncomfortable [about the technology and openness],” “optimistic,” 

“nervous that anyone can change content,” “apprehension due to the culture,” “ambivalence-it’s just 

another tool.” Over time, self-reported feeling states changed from negative to positive,  positive to 

negative, or remained unchanged; causality is not indicated.  

 

5.1.2 Embracer Pattern 
Despite their initial negative feelings, Embracers interacted with the wiki when their manager shared 

a positive attitude and offered time to explore-participation was not required. At some point during their 

exploration, emotions shifted from negative to positive. Embracers used the wiki to address information-

related problems, learn more about what was happening in the organization, create corporate memory, and 

to interact out of curiosity and fun; two became ambassadors, and one became a super user who developed 

a widget for departmental use. 

Two employee groups highlighted the importance of management’s endorsement and allocation of 

time. Group 1 (refer to Table 3) participated when their manager encouraged use and recognized that time 

was a factor. Participants in Group 2 suggested they would have participated if their manager encouraged 

its use and if time was allocated. 

 
Table 3. Demographics of Participants: Embracer Pattern. 

 

Pattern Type Gender Manager Lead Individual Contributor Age Range 

Group 1: Embracer  1F 3M 1 1 2 42-46 

Group 2: Embracer  3F 0M 2 0 1 40-55 

 
5.1.2.1. Concept: Positive Management Attitude 

Explorers initially described feeling negative about the wiki. When managers shared a positive 

attitude, employees interacted. When managers were ambivalent, negative, or expressed no attitude about 

the wiki employees were disinclined to interact.  

Several managers encouraged wiki use and exploration. According to one subordinate, “He tells us 

when you put something out there, people are looking at it. So he thinks it’s great! He is encouraging.” In 

another situation, a manager empowered her employee to evaluate the wiki recognizing extra time would 

be needed to explore: “She saw the value in the fact that you can do so much with it. Getting any 

information on the Intranet was very time consuming, arduous. It was…’ok, we’re going to empower you 

now.’ She really gave me the ball and said, ‘Learn what you can about this, see where it fits; see what we 

can use it for.’ My initial approach was, uh, what is this? And I think after I built my first page I totally 

bought into it.”  

In the absence of a positive manager attitude and time, employees did not participate and continued to 

experience negative feelings about the wiki. Several employees reported feeling frustrated and angry, “I 

don’t have the time. I don’t have the energy for that.” “[I am] irritated that the wiki exists.” These 

employees chose to avoid stress and spend their time satisfying other work-related needs. 
 

5.1.2.2. Concept: Time Autonomy 
Time, while not an instinctive dynamic, was expressed as a precious commodity affecting interaction 

decisions. In cases where managers acknowledged time was needed to investigate, contribute, or support 
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the wiki, employees interacted. The gift of wiki time in these cases was casually appropriated, that is, not 

attributed to a budget or project.  

Job demands, internal and external constraints, and work-related interruptions were indicated as time 

consumers, leaving little interest for the wiki. One employee commented that “time spent on the wiki was 

not considered a reportable accomplishment when resources were low.” Several employees described 

feeling extremely busy, “overly taxed with day-to-day demands,” having to “deal with conflicting 

priorities,” “overloaded and overwhelmed,” “too busy to absorb anything new,” or to “locate their 

password for wiki access,” “no time to play, to learn the wiki.” 

 

5.1.2.3. Concept: Negative to Positive Affect 
Explorers initially experienced negative affect [about the wiki] and reported positive affect after some 

experimentation; causality is not suggested or tested. Prior to experimenting with the wiki, explorers 

described feeling “apprehensive,” “uncomfortable,” and “didn’t really buy into it.” After “poking 

around” and adding a page, these employees reported recognizing the value and simplicity. Their feelings 

changed from negative to positive, feeling ”empowered,” “happy,” “excited,” “accomplished,” 

“comfortable,” and “good about providing information that was useful to someone else.” 

 
5.1.3. Collaborator Pattern  

Collaborators (refer to Table 4) actively engaged in the wiki and shared stories of perceived value, 

confidence in appropriate interaction (corporate conscience), and self-reported positive affect. 

Collaborators embraced the wiki culture and experienced the highest level of engagement. The majority of 

employees fitting this pattern described themselves as “early adopters of technology,” “someone who 

likes to learn something new,” “creative,” and/or “innovative.” Collaborators lurked, inserted new pages, 

modified content authored by others, and engaged in wiki-based discussions.  

 
Table 4. Demographics of Participants: Collaborator Pattern. 

 

Pattern Type Gender Manager Lead Individual Contributor Age Range 

Collaborator  2F 8M 3 1 6 26-55 

 

5.1.3.1. Concept: Perceived Value 
Value was a concept discussed by both wiki participants and non-participants. The term “value” was 

stated 57 times by nearly all employees explaining their wiki participation decisions. Those who did not 

perceive any personal or organizational benefit (value) did not participate. Those who acknowledged 

perceived benefit for themselves, others, or the company interacted in the wiki. According to one wiki 

leader, “When shown what it could be used for, how it could advantage them, they (employees) ran with 

it.” 

 

5.1.3.2. Concept: Corporate Conscience 

Business operations revolved around highly sensitive business and health information, creating a 

mindset for information security. Protected health information (PHI) and proprietary information assets 

were considered confidential and protected by public health regulations, e.g., Health Insurance Portability 

and Accountability Act (HIPAA). Collaborators recognized these sensitivities and were not concerned 

about inappropriate content development. 

The corporate philosophy was one of risk avoidance requiring employees to attend annual 

information privacy training. A trainer’s axiom echoed, “If you question, even for a moment, whether 

information should be shared or not, don’t do it! Err on the side of privacy!” While the wiki did not 

contain any specific customer or patient information, a looming cloud of concern influenced decisions to 

avoid interaction.  

Collaborators described a corporate conscience crediting each employee’s ability to discern right 

from wrong. “I don’t worry about whether or not I’m doing the right thing on the wiki ‘cause I know my 
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name is attached to everything.” These highly engaged employees understood that the wiki maintained a 

complete history of activity and that malicious activity would be identifiable and dealt with individually 

and accordingly.  

 

5.1.3.3. Concept: Positive Affect 
All employees in this group described positive affect (experienced feelings) when asked about the 

wiki. “I felt liberated with the freedom to share useful information (quickly) to the entire company,” 

“excited,” “surprised [pleasantly],” “enthusiastic about openness,” “joy,” “happy,” and “enthusiastic 

that that the company was using a 21
st
 century technology within the corporate firewall.” “I thought it 

was a good idea. Excited to learn something new!” Three employees felt the wiki brought enjoyment to 

their workday stating, “it was fun!”  

Highly engaged employees acknowledged the benefit of a wiki culture and interacted without 

expectation of rewards, recognition, or punishment. Employees described motivation to participate to 

reduce personal stress, take pride in their work, improve information quality and accessibility, reduce 

frustration of others, collaborate more effectively, to persist and create new knowledge. 

 

5.1.4. Traditionalist Pattern 
For Traditionalists (refer to Table 5), a deeply rooted corporate culture cast a broad shadow over felt 

liberties to alter another author’s words in the wiki. For Traditionalists, content was considered the 

property of the author (content ownership effect) where employees experience anxiety and did not 

collaborate. This behaviour was described by subsets of Conformists, Embracers, Collaborators, and all 

non-users. Additionally, there were similar explanations for avoidance suggested by other participants.  

 
Table 5. Demographics of Participants: Traditionalist Pattern. 

 

Pattern Type Gender Manager Lead Individual Contributor Age Range 

Traditionalist  8F 4M 5 2 5 28-55 

 

5.1.4.1. Content Ownership Effect 
The words of one traditionalist were echoed in the data, “someone else owns those words; I shouldn't 

touch them.” A sense of ownership was reported by all employees who were aware that content could be 

freely changed and/or deleted in wiki. One younger wiki ambassador commented about his own 

apprehension, “I was nervous because a wiki tends to be relatively informal and the corporate 

environment seems rigid and formal. So I too was nervous [about changing content created by someone 

else].” A business lead and wiki supporter commented, “They [employees] are afraid of people having 

access to be able to change things.” 

Fear, anxiety, and nervousness describe stated and journal-entry feelings for Traditionalists, about 

themselves, and shared among co-workers. Those choosing not to change content stated the value was not 

worth the risk of personal consequences damaging reputation, performance assessments, and relationships 

with peers and managers. In other cases, the consequences triggering anxiety could not be articulated. 

While no negative consequences were known, stories of fear and anxiety were distinctive. 

 

5.1.4.2. Traditional Culture 
The corporate culture was characterized as process-oriented, i.e., indoctrinated in creating and 

following process. Anti-wikites (wiki detractors) complained about the lack of process, “Policy, 

processes, and procedures need to be version controlled and locked down. So I was just uncomfortable 

that is was such an open environment, that people could change your stuff.” The corporate culture was 

characterized as closed to spontaneous sharing and not ready for open collaboration. A normative 

expectation to “work within a process” pervaded the organization. 

The traditional culture personified an authority and control norm where the flow of business activities 

was expected to move through formal channels. This was exhibited in the expressed need for a wiki 
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governance structure to control “the 20-acre farm that was once a personal garden,” for someone to be 

“in control [of the wiki],” and for an approval process to control content changes. Employees regularly 

complained about wiki content being out-of-date or inaccurate, seeking approval from an authority figure 

rather than making corrections to the wiki themselves. Some participants felt that the uncontrolled (wiki) 

culture was not natural within the corporation. 

6. Conclusion 
Four patterns were presented that explain wiki engagement in a mature health insurance context. 

Results from this and previous studies agree that traditional culture in large organizations interferes with 

technology-oriented collaboration. For Traditionalists, deference to traditional norms created anxiety and 

hindered collaborative content development. 

Thriving in a wiki culture, Collaborators were highly engaged without expectation of reward or 

recognition. They perceived value, and believed in a corporate conscience to guide appropriate content 

development. Lower levels of engagement were found for Conformists who were required to participate. 

For some Conformists, requisite participation was a springboard, and for others a deterrent for long-term 

engagement. When managers encouraged exploration and respected the need for time, Explorers viewed, 

added and edited content, and augmented wiki features. 

Positive emotions influenced participation behaviours and negative emotions influenced non-

participation behaviours when participation was a choice. Negative emotions changed to positive (at some 

point in time) when managers shared a positive attitude and allowed time to experiment. Regardless of 

personal feelings about the wiki, employees participated when required to do so. 
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