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Abstract
The rise of Web 2.0 has prompted debates around the legitimacy and contributions of 
professional and amateur producers in fields such as journalism and popular culture, 
but it also begs the question: what is the substance of the expertise now under threat 
by the anonymous, amateur masses? This article extends recent debates in Science and 
Technology Studies (STS) on the validity of distinctions between expert and layperson 
to the field of new media. Drawing on a case study of a British production laboratory 
in educational technology, it shows how producers debate both the substance of 
production expertise and the reference group through which producers acquire 
expertise – is it technical professions that are relevant to the endeavour, or the target 
audience? The article stresses the latter and argues that opportunity, rather than ability, 
is key in the mobilization of knowledge in production, thus calling into question the 
distinction between expert and amateur producers.

Keywords
audiences, experience, expertise, production, tacit knowledge, technology, users

Introduction

The rise of user-generated content has prompted debates around the legitimacy of profes-
sional and amateur producers in fields such as journalism (e.g. Örnebring, 2008; Thurman, 
2008) and popular culture (e.g. Baym and Burnett, 2009), with some of the more vocal 
Web 2.0 critics (e.g. Keen, 2007) calling for the central role of professional – read: insti-
tutional – producers to be preserved in order to safeguard reliable information and ‘qual-
ity’ entertainment from empowered, narcissistic amateurs. These debates raise important 
cultural and political issues, but they also beg a basic question: what do producers know, 
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Ross 913

exactly? Put less bluntly: what is the substance of the expertise now supposedly under 
threat from the anonymous, amateur masses? Mass communication theorists have argued 
that the media are agents of a social process of mediation (Couldry, 2008, 2003, 2008; 
Silverstone, 2005) and that a practice common to media practitioners, regardless of tech-
nical specialism, is that of bridging the gap between themselves and their audiences. If 
the production of successful contents and applications is, from the producers’ perspec-
tive, a matter of somehow tapping into latent public tastes, needs or demand, can any one 
group claim exclusive ownership over such a social process?

Scholars in both Science and Technology Studies (STS) and media studies have 
shown how the invocation of user- or audience-related knowledge in a pre-market setting 
impacts on both technological form and the epistemic authority of producers. But this 
has yet to be explored in the light of more recent debates in STS around experience and 
expertise as criteria of participation in technical decision-making (Callon et al., 2001; 
Collins and Evans, 2002, 2007). This article proposes to do so by drawing on a case 
study of a British production laboratory in educational new media. Although this endeav-
our is not the kind of media institution Web 2.0 commentators typically have in mind, it 
proved a valuable site for investigating the expertise of production through a dialogue 
between STS and media theory. This article extends Collins and Evans’ Study of 
Experience and Expertise programme (SEE) to the field of (new) media to examine the 
extent to which the knowledge of their intended recipients is a core component of the 
expertise required to produce new contents and artefacts. It demonstrates the promise of 
SEE in such a context, but it also highlights the need for further dialogue between STS 
and media studies on the nature of production and the role of producers.

What do producers do?
The terms ‘technologists’ and ‘media practitioners’ cover such a diverse range of profes-
sions involved in the production of content-rich technology, or media, that it is difficult 
to determine who possesses expertise in a field such as new media production – indeed, 
whether there is such a thing to possess. For instance, Gitlin found that ‘real doubt exists 
about what it is a TV executive knows’ (1983: 22, emphasis in original). But influential 
scholars in media studies and STS have stressed the pervasive act of prefiguring the audi-
ence/users in the everyday activities of producers, whether of media (cf. Allor, 1996; 
Dornfeld, 1998; Gans, 1957; McQuail, 1987) or technology (cf. Akrich, 1995; Bardini 
and Horvath, 1995; Nicoll, 2000; Oudshoorn et al., 2004; Schot and de la Bruheze, 2003; 
Williams et al., 2005; Woolgar, 1991). For instance, McQuail has argued that the ‘key 
media skill’ involves such things as the ability to ‘attract attention and arouse interest’ 
and to ‘assess public taste’ (1987: 149). In Gitlin’s (1983: 19–46) study the question that 
is central to the work of executives, ‘how to know which shows will work?’, inevitably 
mutates into the question of ‘what the audience wants’, and he goes on to describe the 
expertise of network executives as a kind of ‘pragmatism that interweaves precedent and 
intuition’ (1983: 22) with regard to the public’s dispositions.

In STS it has been argued that producers mediate between settings of production and 
reception/use through specialist market research techniques, but also the recourse to their 
own ordinary social experience (Akrich, 1995), which they use to fill the gaps in their 
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914  new media & society 13(6)

knowledge of the audience/users. This evokes what McQuail (1987: 245) and others (e.g. 
Schramm and Danielson, 1958; Zimmerman and Bauer, 1956) call ‘audience images’, or 
the practice of shaping one’s output in accordance with imagined audiences. Gans (1957: 
315) termed this device a form of ‘prior feedback’ – which suggests that the social spaces 
of production and reception overlap in the experience of producers.

Dornfeld’s (1998: 141–143) characterization of media producers as ‘popular anthro-
pologists’ and Bardini’s description of technology producers as practitioners of an 
‘implicit sociology’ (1996: 131; translated from French by the author) are another telling 
parallel. Both labels stress a competence that is essential to production, but one not 
worthy of being considered an expertise in its own right. As the reasons for this have not 
been treated in any depth, one can only surmise that they include the intangible or tacit 
nature of the knowledge at hand (it is social not technical; it involves experience, hunches 
and intuition) and/or its ubiquity (it is mobilized by most anyone involved in production 
regardless of technical specialism). Yet neither are grounds for dismissing ‘the key media 
skill’ as an illegitimate expertise if one endorses a realist (or substantive) view such as 
that defended by Collins and Evans (2007).

Experience and expertise in Science and Technology Studies
Debates on public participation and the authoritative status of institutional gatekeepers in 
media production echo those in STS around the validity of long-standing distinctions 
between expert and layperson in science and technology (e.g. Callon et al., 2001; Collins 
and Evans, 2002, 2007; Wynne, 1989), as well as what Collins and Evans (2002: 235) 
described as the ‘Problem of Extension’: in an age of increasing scepticism towards 
experts and expertise, to what extent should technical decision-making be open to public 
involvement? For them, to acknowledge the fallibility of experts does not entail dismiss-
ing the notion that expertise is something that is possessed by some people and not 
others: ‘(…) other things being equal, we ought to prefer the judgments of those who 
“know what they are talking about”’ (Collins and Evans, 2007: 2). Though Collins and 
Evans are concerned with technical knowledge, the importance they ascribe to tacit 
knowledge, as well as their acknowledgement of experience as a more reliable basis for 
expertise than formal certifications, make it a promising analytical model for a field such 
as new media production. And, crucially, under their treatment the ubiquity of a given 
practice in a particular social setting does not equate with an absence of expertise (Collins 
and Evans, 2007: 3).

The position taken in this article is to assume that producers ‘know what they are talk-
ing about’, but to probe the substance and origins of their expertise. For our purposes, 
new media production is defined as the decision-making process which yields new con-
tents or products meant for a given target audience. Thus, newness here refers to the 
relationship between an artefact and its audience; it is not an objective, qualitative assess-
ment of content alone, relative to what went before. In the present study, this means the 
creation of multimedia software and devices oriented to school-age children to enhance 
learning in curricular areas such as science and languages. As will be argued, to attach 
one’s conception of media production expertise primarily to a set of technical features is 
to obscure the over-arching need for producers to appeal to, or engage, an audience. The 
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conception of expertise mobilized in this study turns on the producers’ ability to mobilize 
relevant knowledge with respect to a target audience of children/learners. As the results 
suggest, the circumstances in which this is done cannot consistently be tied to specific 
technologies, formal training or educational considerations. Thus, while I do not wish to 
argue that the processes analysed here can be generalized to new media production in all 
fields, they do support the idea of an expertise centred on the audience and which chal-
lenges and perhaps supplants other kinds of expertise resting on technical and scientific 
knowledge. My hope is that an analysis of such media processes in STS terms can 
encourage links to different production settings.

To this end, the distinction Collins and Evans (2007) make between ‘ubiquitous tacit 
knowledge’ and ‘specialist tacit knowledge’ is particularly useful. ‘Ubiquitous tacit 
knowledge’ may be acquired by most anyone, whereas ‘specialist tacit knowledge’ is a 
more exclusive level of expertise. Collins and Evans distinguish between two kinds of 
specialist tacit knowledge:

The highest level is contributory expertise, which is what you need to do an activity with 
competence. Just below this, however, is interactional expertise, which is the ability to master 
the language of a specialist domain in the absence of practical competence. (Collins and Evans, 
2007: 14)

Contributory expertise defines an actor’s capacity to make substantive contributions 
to a specific field, while the latter is expertise at one remove: it applies to an actor’s 
‘experience of contributory expertise’ in a specific field of practice (Collins and Evans, 
2002: 257). The concept of interactional expertise is useful for understanding the actions 
of individuals, such as managers, who do not have to possess the contributory expertise 
of all individuals under their supervision but must nonetheless have an advanced under-
standing of these expertises. Despite this distinction, both contributory and interactional 
expertises are a higher level of competence not possessed by most members of the gen-
eral public. In contrast to ubiquitous tacit knowledge, which is acquired through the 
ordinary experience of everyday life, the acquisition of specialist tacit knowledge 
requires immersion in a specialist domain: ‘Acquiring expertise is, therefore, a social 
process – a matter of socialization into the practices of an expert group’ (Collins and 
Evans, 2007: 2–3).

What social group embodies the expertise of production in the case of new media 
oriented to a given audience, as opposed to science and technology which deal with 
things like nuclear physics or sheep farming? Is it media producers? Technical experts in 
a relevant field? Social scientists in a relevant field? Or is it those specific social groups 
for which a product is intended? As the following analysis argues, the producers’ orienta-
tion to putative audiences/users makes it difficult to answer this question and to establish 
which, of ubiquitous and specialist tacit knowledge, best describes the work of new 
media producers. If the former is acquired through the ordinary experience of everyday 
life and the latter through immersion in specialist groups, then the more reliable source 
of knowledge of the two is very much disputed in production. This has obvious implica-
tions for claims of exclusivity made on behalf of professional media producers. Prior to 
addressing its acquisition, there is the more basic matter of establishing the substance of 
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916  new media & society 13(6)

expertise in a given field. Both aspects are addressed in sequence, following a brief  
outline of the case study and methodology.

New media expertise in action: case study and methodology
This study used an ethnographic research design to investigate a single, ongoing produc-
tion endeavour over an extended period. The organization chosen for this study – which 
is still in business – aimed to bring about change in the field of learning by producing 
educational technologies for school-age children. It operated on core-funding from the 
Department for Education and Skills (DfES) but aimed to sustain itself through products 
developed in partnership with private-sector partners. Upon its launch, it displayed a 
number of features which made it a promising site for this investigation: (1) it was a 
nascent enterprise with no product to its name and whose production processes were yet 
to be stabilized; (2) it aimed to produce artefacts and contents for a broad audience; (3) 
it mobilized a range of emerging digital technologies in so doing; (4) its staff comprised 
individuals from diverse backgrounds, including both technical and ‘non-technical’ 
fields (production, design, education, academia, etc.). It should be acknowledged that the 
organization’s status as a startup, as well as its modest size and structure, may also be 
deemed to hinder the extension of findings to more established or complex production 
settings – this limitation is addressed in the discussion. None of the organization’s pro-
jects had been brought to market at the time of the study, but projects in development 
included an interactive exhibit for science centres designed to introduce learners to 
notions of size and scale; a GPS-enabled immersive video game for learning about ani-
mal biology and the environment; and a piece of software enabling children to produce 
and direct virtual theatre and television performances.

The organization was monitored over roughly one year spanning its launch to the 
production of its second business plan. The research design called for non-participant 
observation of its activities, individual interviews of all staff members with the excep-
tion of clerical staff, and a selective analysis of primary source documents. For the pur-
pose of observation, planned events and meetings were favoured and additional 
observation of everyday activities, as well as interviews, were conducted around these. 
The monthly Strategic Directorate Meeting was given the highest priority as it was the 
forum in which staff critically reflected upon their practices.

Individual interviews were conducted with 12 of the lab’s original 17 full-time staff.1 
A first set of semi-structured interviews aimed to probe the link between individual 
members’ past experience and their activities at the lab (What makes you the right person 
for the post? etc.); their perceptions of the organization’s purpose and role (Where does 
the lab fit in the grand scheme of things? etc.); their perceptions of workplace dynamics 
(Sources of friction/disagreement? etc.); lastly, their perceptions of outcomes (What 
progress has the lab made? etc.). A second set of interviews probed unfolding events and 
issues of importance discussed during planned meetings, and towards the end of the 
study these took the form of a ‘first-year review’ in which staff were asked to reflect on 
the progress achieved, changes in personnel and their knowledge of their audience. Both 
meetings and interviews were recorded and transcribed to form this study’s main corpus. 
It was supplemented by fieldnotes and primary source documents such as business plans 
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and promotional materials. These were employed mainly to establish the backdrop of the 
study in terms of the organization’s initial objectives, structure and processes, and to 
prompt specific interview questions.

This study employed thematic coding and analysis. The coding and analysis tools were 
evolved through four steps. First, an initial coding of meeting and interview transcripts was 
done using tags derived from broad conceptual considerations (e.g. ‘technical knowledge’, 
‘description of audience’, ‘claims of relevant experience’, etc.) and emerging themes (e.g. 
‘structural changes’). The coded excerpts were compiled in an index as concise phrases 
under topic and sub-topic headings. Throughout the initial coding and indexing process, 
excerpts thought to offer explicit or compelling illustrations of issues or problems were 
treated as especially important. The second step was an analysis procedure centred on 
theoretical questions on the substance of expertise and the reference group of experts: key 
quotations relating to each of these two topics fleshed out a proto-narrative. A third step 
comprised additional coding of both the interview and observation transcripts in order to 
contrast and complete the emerging proto-narrative. Lastly, the fourth step consisted of the 
drafting of a narrative using both the initial key quotes and the additional coded material. 
After having been coded under the main topics, relevant data were drawn upon and struc-
tured using analytic induction in order to ‘tell a coherent story’ which I believe most clearly 
illustrates key issues as they were experienced by the individuals in this setting.

What is the substance of expertise?
At the outset of the fieldwork, the organization employed 17 full-time staff spread across 
three departments: Management and Communications (9), Production (6), and Learning 
and Assessment (2). This structure reflected the emphasis placed on the production of 
prototypes as the lab’s key output. By the end of the lab’s inaugural year, it had under-
gone a major structural shift, increasing the size of the Learning and Assessment team as 
part of a strategy to, as it was put in the lab’s second business plan, ‘place the learner at 
the heart of all [its] activities’. In other words, learning research was to be the starting 
point of the production process. This brought about an important change in personnel 
and an early opportunity to probe members of staff on the lab’s need for technical com-
petence. The two members of the Production Team responsible for the preliminary feas-
ibility assessment of incoming projects (submitted through the lab’s quarterly Call for 
Ideas), and the Deputy Chief Executive, gave the following responses when asked to 
comment on the Head of Technology’s departure:

Researcher:  My concern as we move into the next stage of feasibility is we may 
not have somebody here that has that technical awareness that is 
required in the research process. Somebody who, if I find out about 
some new piece of kit or something, I can ask, what does this do?

Project Manager:  He’s a great thinker and he has great ideas, and in time perhaps they 
would have come a bit more to the fore. But because we are starting 
off it wasn’t really the opportunity to use his skills, probably. (…) But 
whether you need someone like that around constantly, or whether 
you draw on it for specific projects… I think that might be better.
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918  new media & society 13(6)

Deputy Chief Executive:  We need the expertise on a project level to show us what the right 
questions are to ask in terms of technology, related to any prototype 
that we put forward. It’s almost a case of having a general 
practitioner who’s aware and clear about the various platforms and 
their potential, that might not know in depth absolutely everything 
about every platform, but would know whom to consult and the 
questions to ask of that consultant.

These views suggest that ‘technical awareness’ is required in the context of the lab’s 
core activities, especially in its early stages, but that outright expertise is not. At least 
they suggest technical expertise is required on a punctual basis. Both the Researcher 
and the Deputy Chief Executive seem to be stating the case for an interactional expert 
(‘a general practitioner’) with an awareness of current technologies and what kind of 
expert to bring in from the outside as and when necessary. On the basis of Collins’ case 
studies (Collins and Evans, 2007; Collins and Sanders, 2007) it might be suggested that 
this is the task of any general manager of a large multi-disciplinary endeavour such as 
this one, and that perhaps the organization’s shift to learning research was due in part to 
a lack of interactional expertise in technical matters on the part of upper management. 
Whatever the case, in a subsequent interview the Researcher explained why the organ-
ization favoured calling on external consultants on an ad hoc basis:

The projects’ development can vary greatly, so you’re always going to need people with 
different expertise – for some projects you require Flash, other times it’s going to be people 
who can do complex programming. And I think it is very much the nature of the production role 
that you have different staff often working on short contracts ad hoc as and when necessary.

If one considers the staff’s technical competence, then they display a form of inter-
actional expertise which, as the Researcher states, is very much ‘in the nature of produc-
tion’. As in the case of managers (Collins and Sanders, 2007), the producers themselves 
would appear to be interactional experts: they can appreciate the relevance of specific 
fields of practice to the endeavour (e.g. programming), but they cannot do the corres-
ponding activity; they are not contributory experts. This puts into perspective the Deputy 
Chief Executive’s seemingly ambiguous claim that ‘although we are not about technol-
ogy, it is central to what we do’. But does that make the consultants (mainly technical 
experts) contributory experts? Collins and Evans would argue that yes, in such a case of 
technologies produced for ‘wide-scale or mass public use’ (2002: 266), external consultants 
and indeed sample users possess a form of contributory expertise to offer producers – the 
former through their technical knowledge in relevant fields of practice, the latter due to 
their status of ultimate arbiters of a technology’s closure.

Importantly, to say that the lab’s staff are interactional experts and that external con-
sultants are contributory experts is not to minimize the importance or skills of the 
former – indeed they are what sustains the field of production and enables the division 
of labour within it. In the same way Polanyi’s example of ‘bike riding’ is in fact, Collins 
and Evans (2007: 26–27) argue, ‘bike balancing’ because it does not take account of the 
implicit social knowledge required for safe bike riding, the technical consultants who 
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do possess contributory expertise can program a piece of software; but they need the 
lab’s expertise in order to build the right contents or artefacts for a given audience. 
Within the lab, the producers’ knowledge of the users was embraced as an appropriate 
counter-weight to their lack of technical expertise. The Researcher’s recounting of his 
job interview at the lab provides an illustration:

The teaching experience meant that I was able to talk about practical applications in ways that 
perhaps people who’ve been in the new media world for a long time, or indeed in education or 
academia, perhaps don’t have. Very recent, hands-on experience, a pragmatic approach: this is 
what works with kids, this is what doesn’t.

The lab’s learning research was made its main activity partly on the basis of its 
staff’s competence, but also because it was deemed the best way to enrol both educa-
tional and commercial partners in the endeavour. The role of the Learning Team in this 
process is crucial, as it ensures the lab is perceived by the former as a legitimate con-
tributor to the field of education, and by the latter as a means of obtaining reliable 
knowledge of a potential market. The Deputy Chief Executive explains:

[Potential partners] like the idea that [the Head of Learning Research and Director of Learning] 
are the people that are going into the field and talking to the children. They’re one step away 
from that. And they somehow take from that a trust and a respect for the two of them, so that 
when they say it’s unlikely that a child will consider it something useful, or it’s unlikely to be 
of any realistic value to a teacher, then it’s sort of taken as a given.

However, within the lab the members of the Learning Team are not alone in putting 
forward knowledge claims about the audience, and their expertise is not deemed infalli-
ble, nor is it consistently (or sincerely) invoked. When asked about the Learning Team’s 
status within the lab, the Head of Learning Research describes the interplay between 
personal experience and epistemic authority in the production process:

There is a view of me and [the Director of Learning] as the education people, and the people 
who spend the most time with children, and to some extent we do, but at the same time that 
doesn’t necessarily mean you have all the answers or you know all children, or anything like 
that. I’ve seen how arguments get closed down by the sort of waving of the flag of objective, or 
subjective, experience, so I try to be quite careful about it. But it gets tempting sometimes, and 
occasionally – everybody does this – you want to win an argument, you pull out every card you 
got, and it’s what everybody does. And actually your experience with children may have no 
bearing on the thing that you’re talking about. (…) [B]ut what is interesting is once you start 
talking about kids, because of this whole social view of children in this separate world apart 
which we don’t really know about, I think it does have more power when someone brings 
children in as the kind of ace card to play, in a slightly different way from other fields. And that 
is so tied up with kind of cultural construction of childhood as this separate space that nobody 
knows – as soon as you’ve left it, you’ve left it, and you’ve no right to talk about it until you’ve 
got your own or you’re spending time with them as a teacher.
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Here the Head of Learning Research distinguishes between the basis for making 
knowledge claims (personal experience, subjective motives) and those which may 
account for their acceptance by others (status, certified expertise and personal experi-
ence). And, in line with Gitlin (1983), Dornfeld (1998) and Bardini (2000), it appears 
that firsthand experience with the target audience is deemed more reliable than all other 
claims. In the same interview as above the Head of Learning Research adds: ‘[Y]ou can 
play the trump card … being a parent is a trump card, being a teacher is a trump card. 
And you can throw it down on the table and whatever argument others put forward are 
absolutely quashed.’ Face-to-face interaction with relevant audience groups has value in 
and of itself, regardless of the substantive content of the knowledge claims or indeed the 
status of the person making them – both parents and education professionals are deemed 
experts with regard to this target audience. But since the former acquire this expertise 
through their everyday experience (ubiquitous tacit knowledge), while the latter acquire 
it as part of their specialist training (specialist tacit knowledge), what kind of expertise is 
displayed here? Is it open to all or is it an exclusive, specialist expertise?

The above quotes highlight the difficulty of establishing criteria of expertise in an 
activity resolutely oriented to a putative recipient. They also evoke Collins and Evans’ 
argument that an expertise can be lost if one spends too much time away from the host 
expert group – assuming that children and learners are the key reference group, a vexed 
matter addressed in the following section.

What is the reference group of experts?

In line with research stressing the importance of tacit knowledge in science and innova-
tion (e.g. Polanyi, 1967; Senker, 1998), for Collins and Evans (2007) the acquisition and 
maintenance of expertise hinge on socialization: ‘(…) coming to “know what you are 
talking about” implies successful embedding within the social group that embodies the 
expertise’ (Collins and Evans, 2007: 7, emphasis in original). Socialization is what 
enables the transmission of tacit knowledge between members of an expert community. 
Based on the data reported in the foregoing, two reference groups are more prevalent: 
learning experts and the lab’s audience (i.e. children and/or learners). However, members 
of both the Learning and Production Teams stress the importance of their experience as 
media professionals – indeed as professional mediators – to their work at the lab:

Director of Learning:  I’m not going to discount the fact that my role as a reflective practitioner, 
as a teacher, is adding value here, because I really do think that. So I 
think that when you have to come up with ideas of ‘how am I going to 
explain x to y’… Now I do think people like [the CEO] has had exactly 
the same issues within a different profession, as a science filmmaker. I 
think [the Head of Design] has had similar experiences of having to do 
it as a designer, trying to look at things visually. And I think [the Head 
of Learning Research] has had to do it as a researcher. So there’s a lot 
of that – the fact that we have all had to ask ourselves hard questions of 
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‘how do I mediate this idea to a third party?’, and having to do lots of 
it. And being aware of previous solutions and previous attempts.

Q: So it seems to be a mix of first-hand experience with …
DL: A questioning attitude, I suppose. A reflective attitude.2

This quote provides a good description of production as an ‘experience-based exper-
tise’ (Collins and Evans, 2002: 238) with a number of potential tributaries which, taken 
together, support McQuail’s (1987: 149) conception of a ‘key media skill’. Although the 
Director of Learning expresses concern about the lack of experience of his colleagues 
with children/learners, he broadens the field of experiences relevant to the current 
endeavour to include fields or professions in which one mediates ideas to a (putative) 
third party. Others echo this view in invoking experiences which suggest a strong sense 
of continuity between their past work and their position as producers at the lab:

Chief Executive: It was always a challenge for us, making science programmes for the BBC, if 
somebody said ‘nobody will want to watch a programme about x’, that was to me a real 
challenge – how can we make it into something that people will really want to watch? Now 
there are certain things – black holes, or sharks – which for some reason always attract people’s 
interest. And other things that don’t. So that is a challenge for any producer of educational 
material or media – how to make it, whatever it is and once you’ve been given the assignment, 
attractive to people.

Such a reference to past experience shows that, for the CEO, there is continuity in his 
engagement with an audience of science content (one of the lab’s key areas of focus): 
from the audience of the science programmes he used to produce at the BBC to the users 
he is working to at the lab. Moreover, the CEO is keen to stress his entitlement to con-
tribute to the field of education, as in this excerpt from an earlier interview: ‘[Professor 
of Education Martin Hughes] is famous for talking about informal learning outside 
school and to me it’s an old message because I’ve been in television where you’re doing 
learning outside school all the time.’

Again, if one considers technical skills as a benchmark for production, then the 
above are perhaps instances of referred expertise – an expertise imported from one field 
(parenting, teaching) into another (production), cf. Collins and Evans, 2007 – and one 
could argue there is no substantive specialism that is specific to new media production. 
However, the producers’ orientation to particular audiences and claims of expertise in 
this social realm preclude such a clear-cut answer. Recalling Gitlin’s characterization of 
the work of producers as a ‘pragmatism that interweaves precedent and intuition’ (1983: 
22), it seems that experience of mediation – of ‘how am I going to explain x to y’ – is 
essential to the process of coming to grips with a putative audience. But is the produ-
cers’ reliance on their social experience an instance of specialist tacit knowledge or 
ubiquitous tacit knowledge? It is specialist knowledge in that not everyone has experi-
ence of working as a teacher in a classroom, a television producer or a graphic designer 
– the attendant skills are acquired through immersion in exclusive communities of prac-
tice. However, it could hardly be argued that the individuals’ immersion in relevant 
experiences was designed to enable them to perform as experts in the kind of setting 
under examination here. Rather, the data suggest individual trajectories are varied and 
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somewhat accidental, and experience is drawn upon in an ad hoc manner. The non-
instrumental nature of the knowledge reactivated in production is further stressed by the 
producers’ recourse to their various experiences as learners, as in this excerpt from an 
early strategy meeting:

Development Director:  The difficulty is when we come together for a project meeting 
and we are all making decisions about things that aren’t 
particularly our field. So either we spend time to become 
competent to make those decisions, or the other solution is we 
actually put into that meeting people who are competent, that 
aren’t necessarily from inside [the organization].

Head of Learning Research:  I think the notion of competence is really interesting, because 
arguably you can put eight competent people in a room and 
they still won’t agree. So I am not sure that necessarily the 
external solution is …

Head of Design:  And for instance, in terms of modern foreign languages, I feel 
totally able to make a really sound contribution, and I’ve been 
vocal about it, in terms of learning French. And I’ll go head-to-
head with [the Head of Learning Research] on that, because I 
can’t speak French and I desperately want to, and [she] is 
fluent. I am a learner and I want to be helped to learn, so I really 
would jump on that one, because I know from my perspective, 
I know what is going to help me and what works for me and 
other people in my class.

Here, the Head of Design stakes her claim as a more credible source of user-related 
knowledge on her own experience as a learner of French, while the Learning specialist’s 
credibility is undermined by her fluency in this language. In this case, one producer’s 
membership of a relevant audience sub-group – learners of modern languages – is staked 
as having greater weight than another’s vast specialist knowledge of learning and her high 
level of ubiquitous tacit knowledge of French. So who is the expert in such a case? Whose 
tacit knowledge is of greater relevance – the Head of Design’s ubiquitous tacit knowledge 
(acquired through everyday life) or the Head of Learning Research’s specialist tacit know-
ledge? The point here is that it is hazardous to assume a causal, linear relationship between 
the criteria of access and the criteria of contribution to decision-making. Of course the 
Head of Design was recruited for her technical abilities, but this does not tell the whole 
story in terms of her contribution to the process of production. Likewise, the Head of 
Learning Research was recruited for her learning expertise but as noted previously, it is 
not infallible and it does not inform her contributions in straightforward fashion.

Conclusion
Experience and knowledge of the audience are central to production – but do they make 
for an expertise that is possessed by some and not others? The producers think so. They 
invoke the ability to mediate ideas to a third party, to bring people to the next idea, to 
know what children like, and so on, as key competences for the work they do. To say 
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nothing of the possession of a certain baggage of experience, the sustained socialization 
with social groups that overlap with the lab’s target audiences, and a lack of competence 
in substantive areas (such as science or languages) that matches the prospective audi-
ence’s own. It seems the type of expertise displayed by the lab’s staff in relation to their 
audience falls somewhere between an interactional expertise similar to that of office 
managers or social scientists, which suggests a particular language is mastered (the abil-
ity to speak for and about a particular group) in the absence of any distinct technical 
competence, and a form of referred expertise, which suggests that production is mainly 
about the mobilization of knowledge acquired in another domain.

There remain boundary problems which make the application of these labels hazard-
ous. And compounding this difficulty is the ad hoc reactivation of experiences which 
may be deemed relevant to a particular project at any given time. But this study does 
reveal a crucial element which leads us back to the problematic distinction between 
expert and amateur producers: if producers are indeed interactional experts, then they do 
possess a form of expertise which is crucial to production in institutional settings, as 
interactional expertise is what sustains multi-disciplinary endeavours as a whole – it is 
what allows the division of labour within them (Collins and Evans, 2007). But, by the 
same token, this does not entail the possession of exclusive or esoteric skills – if inter-
actional expertise is key, then individuals need only be immersed in the language of the 
relevant expert community in order to acquire it, not the community itself.

There follows one of two consequences, depending on the group of experts one takes 
as a reference. If the expert community is the group of putative users, then the distinction 
between expert and amateur producers is very unsound indeed, for the required tacit 
knowledge (of groups of people) is near ubiquitous – it is acquired through the ordinary 
experience of everyday life and/or in social situations whose link to the circumstances of 
its mobilization is largely fortuitous. If, however, the reference expert community is one 
of media producers, then established producers may well have a leg up on amateurs 
when it comes to acquiring the attendant tacit knowledge which, as I argued, is both 
specialist and ubiquitous in nature. However, this argument seems unsatisfactory in the 
light of the demonstrated inconsistency between criteria of access and criteria of contri-
bution to production – how to assess prospective participants who are not yet involved? 
Moreover, it might be argued that immersion in the language of production is more 
accessible to members of the public today with the increased availability and ease of use 
of the tools of production (website design and video editing software, Web 2.0 applica-
tions like YouTube and blogs), and, more broadly, to contemporary popular discourse 
depicting every one of us as a potential broadcaster. One need not forecast the end of 
institutional production to recognize that its language and methods have been appropri-
ated by the public to some extent. In any case, the evidence discussed in this study sug-
gests that both reference expert groups come into play and that ubiquitous tacit knowledge 
plays a key part in new media production.

To rehearse a question asked in the introduction: if successful production is a matter 
of somehow tapping into latent public tastes, needs or demand, can any one group claim 
exclusive ownership of such a social process? Perhaps the move Collins and Evans advo-
cate from a relational conception of expertise to a realist (or substantive) one neglects the 
importance of opportunity in allowing individuals to display expertise in a given field. In 
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relation to the ‘strong interactional hypothesis’, Collins and Evans state that ‘one can 
know what one is talking about even if one cannot do the corresponding activity’ (2007: 
59, emphasis added). The use of ‘cannot’ here evokes ability but also opportunity. Might 
the transition from interactional to contributory expertise – or from (amateur) audience 
member to (expert) producer – not turn on the opportunity, in addition to the ability, to 
contribute? If the knowledge in question is ubiquitous (or near ubiquitous), then it would 
seem to be so. The expertise of one producer may be substantive rather than an attribu-
tion by others; but the mobilization of a (latent) ability depends on circumstance. 
Individuals involved in production may not articulate their ideas of certain groups or 
technical affordances before being put in a situation where something is to be produced 
– this may trigger or reactivate certain parts of their social experience which thus become 
relevant to a particular endeavour. Of course, this is more likely to happen in small, startup 
organizations such as the one featured here, which allow more dynamic and informal 
knowledge sharing, than it is in established production institutions marked by rigid struc-
tures, set processes and path dependency.3 Consequently, the findings reported above 
cannot be generalized to the latter. But this limitation suggests a scarcity of opportunity 
in such settings, which might be probed in future research; it does not take away from the 
argument on the role of opportunity in validating ubiquitous knowledge.

So in addition to characterizing the expertise of new media producers in specific set-
tings, it seems important to probe the link between access and contribution to decision-
making in production. For considerations about ubiquitous knowledge and the role of 
opportunity have obvious implications in a sociotechnical context which has all but elim-
inated the technical barriers to the mass broadcasting of contents and applications. In 
other words, outside of traditional production institutions, opportunity abounds. But does 
this mean that an amateur whose video ‘goes viral’ on YouTube is legitimately an expert 
in production? Before one criticizes amateur producers and argues in favour of profes-
sionals, or one disputes the legitimacy of traditional gatekeepers and argues in favour of 
user-generated content, it is important to ponder the difficulties of establishing reliable 
criteria for such distinctions. Producers display deep social skills (as Collins and Evans, 
2007 might put it: imagine computerizing their work) and knowledge which not every-
one possesses, but they are ubiquitous or very nearly so. Suppose television or music 
producers were to disappear and be replaced by people with no experience at all of pro-
duction. Conceivably, some sort of balance would quickly be struck between what is 
produced and what the public wants or would be willing to consume. Although media 
producers fancy themselves ‘an instrument of the popular will’ (Gitlin, 1983: 24), their 
products are not the direct result of the audience’s wants and needs. Rather, they are best 
thought of as ‘precipitates’ (Gitlin, 1983: 29): the material outcome of debates among 
producers, around which the dispositions of certain audiences then crystallize.

Thus, while in Collins and Evans’ model, interactional experts such as sociologists 
and anthropologists acquire a certain cultural competence through socialization in the 
relevant group, in media the correspondence between the host group (the target audi-
ence) and the object of the competence (what the target audience wants) is in some 
measure serendipitous, indeed accidental. At the very least, it is verified retroactively. So 
how can criteria of expertise be established in the abstract? More than anything, this 
serves to underline the status of new media as an object not wholly amenable to 
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analytical models meant for science and technology. Clearly, the dialogue engaged in 
this article between STS and media theory must be further developed so that distinctions 
between science and technology and media – along with the conceptual affinities between 
both fields – may yield further insights into the interface of producers and audiences as 
it plays out in production. To this end, a few avenues for further research may be 
envisaged.

First, it seems important to focus not on the technical aspects of new media creation 
but on instances of gatekeeping whereby contents and artefacts are ushered along the 
production process or are stopped in their tracks. Gitlin’s (1983) work on television net-
work executives is an apt precedent and connections to research into the media profes-
sions (e.g. Elliott, 1979; Tunstall, 1998) might enable more refined categorizations of the 
knowledge and skills mobilized in the production of new media aimed at a mass audi-
ence in established institutional settings. But this seam also calls for a shift away from 
media institutions to, for instance, funding schemes and agencies that provide support to 
broadcasters and independent producers on the basis of project proposals (e.g. the Canada 
Media Fund launched April 2010). These afford an opportunity to address the representa-
tion of audience tastes and requirements by parties who submit projects but also by the 
multi-disciplinary evaluation committees that assess them. How do these decision-makers 
use specialist knowledge and experience to assess the cultural, social and technical merits 
of projects in line with specific policies, as well as the abilities and credentials of those 
requesting support? These are a further instance of institutional gatekeeping, an under-
standing of which is all the more pressing now that online communities and recommenda-
tion engines can be deemed to accomplish a similar function, namely: matching contents 
to audiences. In the context of Web 2.0 the issue of content creation by amateurs is perhaps 
supplanted by that of content rating and ranking, as the numerous feedback mechanisms 
available to users (e.g. ‘most viewed’ clips on YouTube; ‘most emailed’ articles on BBC 
News; etc.) determine content popularity and visibility, and thus also future output. 

This links to a second avenue for research: to focus on a particular cultural field in 
order to compare professional producers and amateurs. Two different approaches can be 
envisaged here. The first involves gauging the ability of individuals to predict the suc-
cess of media products. For instance, using film synopses from the Internet Movie 
Database (IMDB) or music artist descriptions and demos from a website like slicethepie.
com, acting professionals and amateurs in either field might be asked to rate the likeli-
hood of commercial success of projects; results would then be compared with actual 
sales figures to produce a measure of expertise. But a more likely approach is the use of 
imitation games, a methodology developed by Collins and Evans (2007) to measure the 
ability of amateurs to pass themselves off as experts in a given field of practice. Inspired 
by the Turing Test, it involves a judge who is an expert in the reference field (e.g. a TV 
producer) asking questions to two respondents – one a fellow expert and one an impos-
tor, in an attempt to distinguish one from the other. Beyond the success or otherwise of 
both the judge and the respondents in the test, the benefit of imitation games in this con-
text lies in the design of questions by the expert-judge: as they are meant to catch out 
someone with little or no experience in a particular field, they tend to go right at the heart 
of what experienced practitioners consider to be their specialist knowledge, with min-
imal intervention by the researcher.
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It has long been acknowledged that media reception is embedded in the fabric of 
everyday life but there is no canon when it comes to what Goffman (1959) might have 
called the ‘social situation’ of production, that is, how interactions in production tie into 
the producers’ social experience at large. The above proposals suggest much can be 
gained from investigating the expertise of production in an effort to redress this 
imbalance.
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Notes

1. Those excluded from the interviews were the Personal Assistant to the Chief Executive, 
External Relations Assistant, Finance and Business Assistant, and Receptionist. The Director 
of Technology left the organization before he could be interviewed.

2. In an earlier interview the Director of Learning recounted an anecdote which sheds further 
light on the producer’s role of mediator: ‘I went through some occupational testing about two 
years ago. And they labelled me as an optimist, they labelled me as a good abstract thinker, they 
labelled me as a planter-coordinator – someone who plants ideas and who coordinates. What they 
certainly labelled me as not being was what they called a completer-finisher, that is, people who 
dot all the I’s and cross all the T’s. (…) I am a messy person who is always interested in bringing 
people to the next idea. I know there are weaknesses in this strategy. But it is also my strength.’

3. Although Gitlin’s (1983) work on network executives at ABC, NBC and CBS offers evidence 
to the contrary.
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