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Alvin Toffler’'s image of the prosumer continues to influence in a significant way our
understanding of the user-led, collaborative processes of content creation which are today
labelled “social media” or “Web 2.0”. A closer look at Toffler's own description of his
prosumer model reveals, however, that it remains firmly grounded in the mass media age:
the prosumer is clearly not the self-driven creative originator and developer of new content
which can today be observed in projects ranging from open source software through
Wikipedia to Second Life, but simply a particularly well-informed, and therefore both
particularly critical and particularly active, consumer. The highly specialised, high end
consumers which exist in areas such as hi-fi or car culture are far more representative of the
ideal prosumer than the participants in non-commercial (or as yet non-commercial)
collaborative projects. At the same time, for Toffler's 1970s model of the prosumer to
describe these 21st-century phenomena may be an unrealistic expectation.

The problem does not lie with Toffler, then, but rather in the industrial-age model of a
process which is clearly delineated into production, distribution, and consumption upon
which he had to build. This trichotomy was necessary for the creation of material as well as
immaterial goods within an industrial framework — it applies even to the mass media
industries, where content production was just as concentrated in a handful of major
institutions as had been the case for the production of other mass goods for consumption.
In the emerging information age, however, characterised by decentralised media networks
and widespread and low-cost access to the means of production, the situation is different.
What happens when distribution is automatically taken care of by the network itself, and
when virtually any consumer can also become a producer — instead of a small group of
commercial producers who are supported at best by a handful of near-professional
prosumers? What happens, when the number of ‘lead users’ (as Eric von Hippel has
described them) is increased massively — if, as the Wikipedia slogan has it, ‘anyone can edit’,
if any user can potentially participate in content creation?

To describe the creative and collaborative participation which today characterises user-led
projects such as Wikipedia, terms such as ‘production’ and ‘consumption’ are no longer



particularly useful — even in laboured constructions such as ‘commons-based peer-
production’ (Benkler) or ‘p2p production’ (Bauwens). In the user communities participating
in such forms of content creation, roles as consumers and users have long begun to be
inextricably interwoven with those as producer and creator: users are always already also
able to be producers of the shared information collection, regardless of whether they are
aware of that fact — they have taken on a new, hybrid role which may be best described as
that of a produser. Projects which build on such produsage can be found in areas from open
source software development through citizen journalism to Wikipedia, and beyond this also
in multi-user online computer games, filesharing, and even in communities collaborating on
the design of material goods. While addressing a range of different challenges, they
nonetheless build on a small number of universal key principles. This paper documents
these principles and indicates the possible implications of this transition from production
and prosumption to produsage.
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