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Abstract

The information technology (IT) marketplace is stdpy new kinds of specialist industry
analysts that link technology supply and use thincoffering a commodified form of
knowledge and advice. We focus on the work of aeh ®rganisation, the Gartner
Group, and with how it produces a market analys$ ¢alled the ‘Magic Quadrant’.
Widely circulated amongst the IT community, theidexcompares and sorts vendors
according to a number of more or less intangibtgerties (such as vendor ‘competence’
and ‘vision’). Given that potential adopters ofdyistems are drawn to assess the
reputation and likely behaviour of vendors, thex#< play an important role in mediating
choice during procurement. Our interest is in ustrding how such objects are
constructed and how they wield influence. We dravihe recent ‘performativity’ debate
in Economic Sociology and the Sociology of Finateshow how Magic Quadrants are
not simply describing but reshaping aspects ofThearena. Importantly, in sketching this
sociology of a market analysis tool, we also attentthe contested nature of the Magic
Quadrant. Whilst Gartner attempt to establishdlexsice as an ‘impartial’ and ‘legitimate’
arbiter of vendor performance, it is often viewedically on the grounds that the
industry analysts are not independent of those senithey are assessing.

Keywords: Industry analysts; reputation; performigti markets; calculation; community
knowledge; assessment
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1 Introduction

The market for complex IT is undergoing changesature and operation (Sawyer 2001).
It is shaped by new kinds of specialist intermed@ganisations (such as the Gartner
Group, Forrester Research, the Meta Group, the Gigap, International Data
Corporation) which link technology supply and usetigh offering commodified forms
of knowledge and advice. Industry analysts anceBearch firms have been increasingly
successful in exploiting the uncertainties thaseixi technology procurement through
generating assessments of the relative locatiorstamdling of individual vendors and the
efficacies of their products. These assessments fi@ven to be extremely effective in
swaying procurement decisions and influencing vepdoduct strategies. Moreover,
demand for such advice is large and growing (wifgér firms spending annually up to
£1 million on IT research [Konicki & Gilbert 2001]Yet despite its growing importance,
not much is known about this form of expertise,¢haracteristics of knowledge

produced, or the kind of influence exerted in shgphe IT marketplace.

It is widely acknowledged that user organisatiand ft difficult to critically assess and
evaluate large IT solutions prior to purchase (lingg& Parent 2004). These substantial
and often business critical decisions about what Ineamajor strategic investments
(costing perhaps several millions of pounds) ardgaexhout infrequently and businesses
often lack the expertise and experience needeefflective decision-making. One
difficulty adopters face is they are assessingusittechnical but intangibliesues
regarding the future performance of technology wesdwill they survive?), their
behaviour (will they invest in the market in comiyegars?), as well as the differences

between technologies (Callehal. 2002). Making sense of these kinds of uncertainsies



proving difficult and provoking confusion amongsibaters about how to proceed
(Tingling & Parent 2004). Whereas in the past, aeigpmight resort to ‘personal’ or
‘professional’ networks for advice, these inforragenues for knowledge exchange no
longer seem to match up to the challenge of apprateday’s technologies in terms of
the growing range, escalating complexity and rawiolution of products (Finchast al.

1994, Swan & Newell 1995, Gluckler &Armbruster 2003

Today, however, specialist industry analyst andeearch organisations have taken
centre stage in the IT procurement market (Burlk320WNe see the growth of these actors
as a response to the deep uncertainties surrouttténgrocurement of organisational IT
but also an opportunity created by these expemsbance their own expansion (Wright
2002). Thus, industry analysts fulfil a crucialeah shaping expectations about the
development of technological fields and constitytimarkets for constantly changing
supplier offerings (Firth & Swanson 2005, Wang &&hwon 2007). It is they who hold

the ropes and set the rules of the game. In péatidiney define the criteria by which
vendors and offerings are judged, as well as dqwmassessments of the relative

performance and standing of these organisationsi{Ra & Swanson 2003).

Our overall purpose is to call for greater attemtio be given to how the marketplace for
complex IT is organised by these actors and, itiqudar, to the construction of market
analysis tools. This is part of a broader analydgective to move the social study of IT
beyond its founding concerns and approaches whidhdes finding ways to link the
strengths of currently dominant modes of studygilsd interactionist, ethnographic
study) with broader forms of analysis to understaod these actors shape markets and

influence local action (sesithor study). In this paper, we also show two specific aspects



) the process by which a group of industry analy&srgts to capture or, better
still, ‘produce’ the character and status of vesdsw that they can be ranked
on a common plane;

i) the often complicated way in which these organsetiattempt to establish
their research as an ‘impartial’ and ‘legitimatebiger of vendor performance.

To do this we investigate work of one of the legdif research firm (the Gartner Group)
and the construction of its market analysis totledahe ‘Magic Quadrant’. This device is
widely circulated amongst the IT community to comgpand rank vendors according to a
number of evaluative criteria, which include intdotg properties like vendor

‘competence’ and ‘vision’. Given that potential ptrs of large IT systems are drawn to
assess the reputation of vendors during procureriesge tools play an important role in

mediating choice (Schul&t al. 2001).

Crucially, however, whilst this market analysis ladarge audience, it also appears to
divide opinion. Some have described this a ‘loviustaand often ‘flawed’ form of

expertise (Keiser 2002), emphasising how assessmaentegularly wide of the mark. It is
also frequently viewed sceptically on the grourida nalysts are not always independent
of those they evaluate (Greenemeier & McDougall@0hdeed, the ability of industry
analysts to play their role (and sell their sers)aepends on their being seen to operate in
a close relation to practice (Sturdy 1997). Yes tomplicated (often ‘sticky’) relationship
with vendors has led to accusations of ‘partialégd ‘bias’ (Cant 2002). Interestingly,

and rather counter-intuitively, this does not seerhave dampened enthusiasm for the
research (the top firms report continued growtrewenues and client numbers — see Firth
and Swanson 2005). Moreover, these organisatiore mat stood still in light of

criticisms and are seeking to make their procespea to certain kinds of scrutiny



(reflected in the strenuous attention they devotegitimating their position as impartial

bearers of community knowledge in the face of@stns of partisanship).

1.1 The Magic in the Magic Quadrant

Gartner ar@rimusinter pares amongst industry analysts and have been partigularl
successful in mobilising belief and expectation®agst both supplier and user
communities- Amongst the various forms of prediction and assess it provides, there
is perhaps none more influential or contested thariMagic Quadrant’ (MQ). In the
words of its authors, these are ‘...graphical poelapf vendor performance in a market
segment which summarizes a given market and itsfgignt vendors at a point in time’
(Gartner 2000). The MQ is an attempt to comparerankl software vendors according to
a number of predefined measures. It comes in ttme & a box with an X and Y-axis
(labelled as ‘completeness of vision’ and ‘abitibyexecute’) and inside of which there is
a further four squares into which one can see dldoe names of several vendors (see
Figure 1)* These vendors are not randomly placed; each afghares is individually
labelled (niche player, challenger, visionary agader). The position of a vendor in a
particular square signifies something regardingctimeent and future performance of the
vendor and its behaviour within the particular nedrsector it is targeting (Burton &

Aston 2004).

Figure 1 about here

1 Founded by Gideon Gartner in 1979, the Gartneufshas its headquarters in Stamford, Connectraibffices in over 80 places
around the world. It has 4,300 associates of whjdh0 are described as ‘expert analysts’ and ‘dtargs’.

2 This figure is adapted from Harwood (2002).



However, these devices turn out to be potentiaffycdlt to study (and their influence
therefore hard to assess). One reason (alreadg)nstihat they are typically what we
might call ‘dividing objects’. That is, the MQ erny® extensive diffusion, being widely
acknowledged as ‘one of the most referenced relséants in the IT sector’, but, at the
same time, it is also seen as ‘highly simplistiuti&flawed’? Intriguingly these views are
not always the opinions of different communitie$ bften of thesame groups. The people
who appear to use these tools are also seemingip@its biggest critics. How are we to
make sense of this form of market analysis thaéen as problematic but still widely
used?; which is controversial but also said toffexgve in comparing the performance of

vendors?

There are three possible ways of analysing the tody one of which helps in our task. A
first strategy, perhaps the one favoured by cligoaial scientists, would be tebunk the
tool. It is after all a version of the classic tlwg-two matrix much beloved by European
and American Business Schools. In this respecbitidvbe relatively easy to reveal the
limitations and imperfections of these tools, whick manifold (not least that they
‘flatten the world’ through hiding its complexityfowever, we do not think this wholly
productive? A second strategy, more analytical than the firéght be to treat them as a

‘convention’. This would be to explain their sucedisrough the fact they enjoy

3 A high ranking on a MQ is said to guarantee aleemore attention than its rivals (Hind 2004); adhe argue that it even has the
power to ‘make or break’ a technology (Violino &\ir 1997). At the same time, it has been denouasadkvoid of ‘intrinsic value’
and as a mere ‘marketing tool’ (Howard 2004). Basd to be overly ‘subjective’ in the way it isnepiled, leading to accusations of
‘partiality’ and ‘bias’ (Cant 2002). There havealseen various critical discussions with respettdw the tool actually classifies
vendors and the limitations of the measures it tmeigs analysis (Columbus 2005; Greenemeier ac®digall 2006; Whitehorn
2007).

4 A simple debunking strategy is not useful becatigsdéls to explain how this form of research laffuence. Nor does it give us the
ability to or tools to explain the success or fiaglof these tools. We therefore recommend a critiaamore productive form of
analysis. For further discussion of this issue teegecent exchange in the jour@abanization Sudies on how various disciplinary

biases shape our perspective on the work of griikpsnanagement consultants (Armbrister & GlickIgd7).



widespread take-up and use. Indeed, social sdieh#se used these arguments to good
effect in the domain of Science and Technologydofor instance, where Arie Rip
amongst others (Rip 2006; Borajpal. 2006) have described the extension of similar
kinds of objects in these terms. However, whilstagese that the M@@ a convention, we
cannot accept the implication that all conventiarescompletely ‘arbitrary’ and without
‘content’, which is the reading one finds in Ripidicle. An alternative strategy - the one
pursued here - would be to open up this ‘black loxstudy the production of the tool to
see how vendor rankings emerge from this contesiei-technical arrangement. In
doing this we set in train a specific line of inguiwe show how the MQ is
‘performative’. That is, it does not merely deser# state of affairs that already exists in
the marketplace; but nor does it simply offer a megans of representing and positioning
vendors; rather it is also interacting with and mhodg its object of study. Indeed the
principal contention pursued here is that the M® llcome ‘successful’ because it is

(re)shaping the technological field.

The article is organised as follows: we first dssthe emergence of industry analysts as a
body of experts; we then focus on recent debatdsnbcience and Technology Studies
(STS), Economic Sociology and the Sociology of Bogeon the ‘performativity’ of

theories and models; and finally we discuss owraesh methodology and approach. We
then introduce and analyse our empirical materidl@nclude by discussing its

implications for understanding the organisatiomhaf IT market.

2 The Growing Influence of Industry Analysts

Industry analysts provide organisational consuméits research on the nature of the IT

market. Some (like the ones discussed here) hargernational reputation and a large



audience for their work. There are various reasdmsthese kinds of experts have

achieved growing influence. We review some of theqipal factors here.

2.1 Assessing Informational Products

The IT sector is widely acknowledged to be amomrgniost complex of terrains for
organisational consumers attempting to acquire infamation systems (Tingling and
Parent 2004). It is typified by accelerated ratetfechnical change involving the constant
development and proliferation of new solutions dhi® market. These are rarely ‘similar’
solutions insofar as vendors continuously attemplifferentiate their technologies from
those of their rivals, newer systems from previeeisions, niche specific offerings from
generic ones, and so on. In the case of complexmaigrial artefacts, such as Enterprise
Resource Planning (ERP) and other packaged ordg@mabtechnologies, the selection
and comparative assessment of supplier offeringsemts particular challenges (Tingling
& Parent 2004). They are what Williamson (1985) tiescribed as ‘informational
products’, meaning it is extremely hard to asskss properties since these cannot be
readily disclosed by inspection (but are only vedfin their organisational
implementation and use) (Finchatral. 1994; Wang 2002). Williamson (1975) draws
attention to a condition of ‘information impactedsebetween the various players in
procurement, particularly where the inability obatkrs to scrutinize the process may
encourage opportunistiehaviour by vendors. There has thus been incrgasiention to
the role of trust and reputation as factors inmgipbpportunistic behaviour by vendors,
providing an incentive against moral hazard anov@rcoming adverse selection by
providing an indirect indicator of vendor capalekt and performance. The lack of

reliable knowledge about the capacity and behavwbuendors and the efficacy of their



products has forced buyers to resort to more systerand impersonal ‘reputational’

indices of vendor behaviour (Gluckler & Armbrus2&03).

Today, however, the institutional frameworks foomoting and assessing complex IT
solutions are becoming better established as caedieby analysing the changes in the
processes of assessment of technologies in theeofiprocurement. In the 1980s, for
instance, consultancy organisations were beginirngllate information about supplier
offerings and the new kinds of IT available, folleavin the 1990s by the growth in
popularity of specialist industry analysts and é6earch firms, which gathered
information on competing vendors in the IT markatgl (Firth & Swanson 2005).
Towards the end of the 20th Century we see theganee of a much more elaborate
system of consultancy and advice where industriyatsarank and sort vendors by
making available what we describe below as ‘commywsxperience’ on a more
commodified basis. In other words, through activsaiciting and collecting the opinions
of vendor customers, industry analysts have begatttas repositories and organisers of
community knowledge about the implementation ofipalar products and about the
reputation of its vendors. Such knowledge can bdilg exploited to form the basis of
market analysis tools and can be traded by indastayysts extremely profitably (as they
charge user organisations for access to their sisseds based upon submissions by
vendors and on freely-provided experiences fromser community). However, this kind
of explanation itself does not provide much insiigitid how this form of knowledge,

which is surrounded by uncertainty and scepticisas, become influential.



2.2 The Emergence of a New Profession

There has been much written in the field of ST&rmation Systems and Management
research about the interesting ‘grey spaces’ thetlforms of knowledge sometimes
occupy. Preda (2007) discusses the birth of thart’ movement and focuses on how
early proponents eventualbgrsuaded initially sceptical stock market traders that
‘forecasts’ about the price of stocks would be efuisaddition to current working
practices. This research focuses on how thesetsxpethe face of questions about the
benefits and provenance of this kind of informatislowly began to establish their
‘credibility’ (Preda 2005). Turner (2001) providasother view on the emergence of new
professional groups, distinguishing between exgertssthom there exists a predefined
audience and those who actively haverteate a following. Jones (2003) follows this
theme, focusing on how IT consultants do not siiéagwardly ‘possess’ expertise but
have to continually validate this expertise wittets. They do so, Jones argues, through
routinely demonstrating their competence and kndgeeof specific areas. Jones
suggests, as does Preda, that these expertsiarately successful because they actively
shape users’ perceptions of what kinds of knowledge laelgp are needed. Indeed the bulk
of the literature portrays these actors as acti\gling’ solutions. In other words, they
configure users to appreciate and incorporate this new knowledgetheir activities (see

also Bloomfield & Danieli [1995] who deploy a similargument).

Whilst these views all have their merits, our caggerhaps more complicated (and leads
us to a somewhat different conclusion). The cli@itsidustry analysts were not simply
trusting of this kind of research (though they dppear to hold many of the individual
analysts in high regard). Nor were they simply cquried to appreciate and accept

assessments. If anything, they were sophisticatddvary consumers of this knowledge

10



(they joked, for instance, about the possibilitgttthe MQ might be ‘flawed’!). Despite
this, however, the tool was treated as ‘real’ eveugh people knew it to be a simplified
convention. What we found then was an unusualtstuahere the research was viewed
sceptically but useth practice. This suggests we need to look elsewhere to utzthetshe
influence of industry analysts — and more spedifida investigate not the experts but the
role of the device itself. To do this, we turn tcegiew of how these kinds of tools have

been conceptualised within other parts of theaaitsocial sciences.

2.3 Where is the Sociology of Market Analysis Tools  ?

Whilst tools like the MQ have been a feature ofibess settings for over several decades
now, they still attract relatively little attentidrom scholars interested in the social
analysis of technology. There is nowhere near a@qaate sociological language, for
instance, to describe their success or failure.féhvestudies that do discuss them
seemingly only do so to demonstrate their flawe (sesack & Richardson [2003] who go
as far as to suggest that some of these tools reigint be ‘unethical’). Whatever the
reason for this, it is clear that there are too $®eiological accounts of the genesis and
influence of these market analysis tools. Thereeaoeptions, of course, as exemplified
by recent work in the sub-discipline of Businesstbliy (see particularly Ghemawhat
[2002] and his lengthy discussion of the ‘Bostonti#g. Our own field of STS appears,

at first glance, well equipped to understand thature and influence, given its
longstanding interest in the models produced berdists and engineers (see Morgan &
Morrison 1999). Yet the small amount of researdt tas been conducted so far on
industry analysts does not adequately reflect gminplexity, but overwhelmingly tends

to focus on the intrinsically flawed, simplisticsasnptions embedded in their assessments,

the often contested nature of analysts’ reseaneh¢ases of failed predictions, etc. (see

11



Bloomfield & Vurdubakis 2002). The role and presein€ such organisations is not
adequately explained. Nor has anyone satisfactardgnciled the contradiction where
such seemingly highly limited forms of researchhbmdmmand a significant price and
have extensive influence (nor have they addressedihis kind of knowledge frames

decision-making and patterns the conduct and owtcainfocal actions).

Scholars working in the science and technologycparea, for instance, have described
the models and predictions of industry analystéadis theories’, to capture the way
certain tools evolve out of practice rather thaad®enic research and to point to how the
veracity of this research comes not from its acoypar se but the fact it is widely taken-
up and used (Rip 2006, Borepal. 2006). However, whilst this work is suggestivesit
terminology is problematic as it places emphasig on thediffusion andacceptance of
this knowledge rather than its production. The igipteading is that this advice is
‘arbitrary’ without ‘content’. Indeed some have goas far to describe this form of
knowledge as ‘lacking research’ (Rip 2006, 353) ensbme cases ‘plainly wronghb{d.:
353). In short, the intellectual work of industryadysts have been dismissed outright;
scholars have failed to investigate their emergemeklifecycle, which leads to

unsatisfactory accounts of their influence.

2.4 The Performativity of Market Analysis

We are dissatisfied with these portrayals of intedtrary groups like industry analysts and
IT research firms current within much of the sosi@knces, particularly when it seems
that industry analysts produce their assessmersgh systematic, albeit complicated,
forms of research and that their todésexert powerful albeit complex forms of influence.

Our thinking is influenced by scholars sensitivéhie role that theories play in

12



constituting economic markets. Recent work fromrigenic Sociology (Callon 1998,
1999, 2007) and the Sociology of Finance (MacKeg®i@3, 2006 a,b), for instance,
argues that economic theories and financial to@spgerformative’; that is, they not only
describe but can help produce the settings in wiieiz are applied. Through their
application, theories and their related tools cleamow people think about markets and go
on to enact the ‘framing’ processes that serveldavaheir operation. This is an important
insight, which, if it can be used to illuminate stedy of economic and financial
transactions in general, can also aid our undetstgrof the workings of industry analysts

within the IT arena.

The actual notion of ‘performativity’ stems frometivork of the linguistic philosopher
J.L. Austin (1962) who wrote that a statement warsgpmative when it did more than just
describe a reality but was instead actively engagéiae constitution of that reality (c.f.
Barnes 1983). This begs the question (and heragidight the limitations of the concept
of folk theory when applied to these tools) as tether any kind of assessment is
possible. Could industry analysts make whateveggutent they choose? In Austin’s
original discussion, he was careful to avoid discugthe ‘veracity’ of performatives.
What was important was not whether statements tmeeeor false but how, in actually
making them, the speaker was ‘setting somethimgation’ (Callon 2007: 320). Callon
has built on this argument in two ways: througHhaeing the concept of truth and falsity
with ‘success’ and ‘failure’; and setting out afprframework to study whether

performatives have ‘successfully’ brought about thiaich they previously set in motion.

This first point is relatively straightforward, espally for those familiar with the

pragmatism of Actor Network Theory, but the sectass$ so. What Callon intends is that

13



performatives do not exist in isolation; they haveaning and effect in the ‘world’ they
create for themselvésCallon describes theories and their world ascéo-technical
agencement. The term (derived from the work of Deleuze and &g is used to depict a
heterogneous collection of material and textuahelats that act on and modify each
other. As Callon notes there is nothing ‘outsidsbaio-technical agencement — theories
or descriptions of the agencement, for instaneenat ‘external’ but part of the
configuration, acting and bringing it into beingallon argues that a theory is successful
(performative) when it can create its correspondingjo-technical agencemén®ne

other important aspect is the assertion that noetereent (human or nonhuman) is
assumeda priori to be more important than any other; they all,hodblogically at least,
have equal status, and in this sense they aladait is because of the implied symmetry

here that Callon can argue tlia¢ories also set worlds in motion.

Employing these ideas Callon (1998, 1999) can the¥esuggest that the ‘market’ and
‘homo economicus’ are no longer ideas that exmap$y in economic text books but are
continuously enacted within the economy. If pedm@ele and purchase goods in a
‘market’ (as opposed to any of the other ways ttehange of goods might occur) then
this is because economic notions of the market bageessfully constructed a socio-
technical agencement. Callon emphasises that tbhansms enabling this are not part of
human nature (actors in Callon’s view have a végiantology) but are actively

constructed and that academic economics has payae in this performation.

5 This notion of a ‘world’ is important for Callamargument. Drawing on semiotics, he points to ktatements are ‘indexical’,
meaning they are always ‘located’ (referring totisatar circumstances, time and space). To sagah®e thing in different words, a
‘statement contains its own context’. Statementsogaexist outside their context but require ttustext or ‘world’ (to the language
Callon prefers).

6 Callon writes that a theory or formula imposegagld or ‘socio-technical agencements outside ofhviit cannot survive’ (2007:

324). A formula ‘progressively discovers its worlhd that there is a world ‘put into motion by fbemula describing it'ipid: 320).
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Moreover, actors and objects are so thoroughlyngihed in other (competing) socio-
technical agencements that there have to be pegesdraming’ and ‘disentanglement’
if economic man is to exist. If this framing is sassful then a socio-technical agencement

can give an actor the ability to ‘act'.

In what follows, we will analyse the MQ as a sot@chnical agencement to show how it
implies and gradually enacts a new world. Thisudels how Gartner set out an alternative
way to describe of vendors as well as a reseamteps they construct to enable their
comparison and ranking. Using Callon’s argumentae say that the MQ is successful
(i.e., performative) when it is able to bring abthg world that it points to (i.e., actors
come to think of others and themselves accordirtgase terms). We finish by showing

how the MQ becomes part of the equipment allowiegpte to act in the IT market.

3 Research Method

Researching the work of industry analysts is vefficdlt indeed (and this may be one
reason for the paucity of studies). This is becdlisse organisations are highly guarded
when talking about their work, which is perhaps surprising since many of them have
been the subject of much criticism (especially fribve practitioner press). Another
difficult relates to ‘where’ to study these actd¥Qs are not shaped in one specific place
but across what we describe below as a ‘calculaete/ork’. Thus during fieldwork the
only way to study this phenomena was to focus eririteractions of IT research firms
with other players across organisational settimgss meant we conducted our fieldwork

in inter-organisational nexuses rather than withenconfines of particular organisations.

7 In this last respect, the notion of socio-techhémencement has two meanings: it depicts thewsequipment, tools and prosthesis
that allow people to calculate; and it capturesféioethat actors are constituted by the variowenagments surrounding them (Hardie
& MacKenzie 2007).
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Indeed, this explains where our initial interesindustry analysts was born. We had been
conducting a long-term research project on softwarglors and their interactions with
user communities and various others (author stillg) had chosen to study the
supplier/user nexus and the complex web of relattbat existed between them, which, in
turn, alerted us to the important role of thesal&iof intermediaries. Having established a
good relationship with one particular IT managers(@ibed here as ‘Sergio’) working at a
user organisation (described here as ‘UserOrg weme observing him when he
subscribed to the services of Gartner and begurtdcact with them on a regular basis.
Before long Sergio had established what lookeddilsérong working relationship with
one particular analyst (described here as ‘Bobd) iardoing so appeared to have become
an important actor in the shaping of the MQ. It wasstly through our observations of
Sergio that we opened up a window onto the worleh@distry analysts. Importantly, it
meant we could follow the shaping of the MQ for gaeticular market sector over a

period of a year.

3.1 Data Collection

We gathered most of the insights presented heraglathnographic research where we
were able to view Gartner from a number of diffeér@malytical viewpoints. There were
three main sources of data. Firstly, we found obsgrindustry analysts ‘in action’

(Latour 1987) to be very fruitful where one of @ngthors (NP) attended a number of IT
forums. We supplemented this method of data gatgevith informal discussions. NP

was able to question Gartner analysts, the vergldject to these assessments, as well as
the clients and users of industry this form of aesk. Whilst this was a demanding and
often intrusive form of research, it gave us actesghat would normally be ‘private’

discussions that included sensitive topics. NPigrmthnographic practice (as well as his
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technical background and market knowledge) allohiedquickly to become considered
an ‘insider’ (Forsythe 1999)Secondly, we conducted formal interviews with vensdand
IT practitioners to ask them about their involvetamd relationship with Gartner.

Thirdly, we had access to Gartner documentationrepdrts (some of which were
available freely on the internet and others werg seus by one of the Gartner clients we
were observing). Finally, and one of the most ingrarsources of data we drew on, were
electronic mail exchanges between Sergio, partictétner analysts and a software
vendor. Much of the discussion about (and inteoastiwith) Gartner took place via email
which meant we had unfettered access to the immogtéects this kind of assessment was
having on vendors and users alike as well as vath these actors attempted to shape
Gartner’s view. Sergio helpfully provided us witinettt access to his email account over

the period of a year giving us the ability to acclexe hundreds of emails.

3.2 Data Analysis

In terms of how we conducted our analysis and edrat our findings, our work has been
influenced by two interrelated aims. Firstly, ashese said, our overall purpose is to
develop sociological work on the IT marketplace athincludes assessing the potential

for an empirically grounded characterisation of tethods by which industry analysts
produce and communicate their assessments. Thégpapmception of IT research firms

is to see assessments as constructed ‘in the hefadsividual analysts. This contrasts

with the fieldwork reported here which suggestd tha creation of assessments cannot be
put down simply to the vagaries of individual detoon but result from more observable

‘social’ and ‘distributed’ processes; hence oul frala sociology of market analysis

& Though we are able to record and transcribe fomtalviews, the sensitivity of these informal mtand
inter-organisational settings meant that we wezquently obliged to dispense with tape recordind) raty
instead upon field notes.
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tools; and an argument exemplified by our discusbiglow of ‘community knowledge’.
This links to our second purpose, which is to ustdard the relative influence of the tools
and assessments produced by industry analystslleasWwew we might provide evidence
of their sway. Indeed, the case of industry analggipears to build on the emerging
performativity thesis. Here we are dealing with emoomplicated forms of influence than,
for instance, financial theories. Beunza and cglles (2006), for instance, show how
financial research can modify a ‘price’, where thexa relatively ‘straight line’ between
theory and setting. In contrast, the assessmemtsio$try analysts may change the
trajectory of complex software products, thouglsandoing so they may be in competition
with other ‘competing’ performative statements. die actor ‘owns’ this space.
However, we argue that industry analysts have eadergcently as particularly influential

player.

4 Case Study

4.1 The Genesis of the Magic Quadrant
Let us begin by discussing the genesis of the Mcl&s in the practitioner-focused
press have attempted to discuss its history budydweach the same conclusion — ‘no one
is really sure’. Something of a mythology has graypnaround the object (Whitehorn
2007). From our own discussions with Gartner wevkitdirst appeared around the mid-
1980s but interestingly, and something that helissasn its mythology, our informant was
also uncertain about how it was first developed Blentified the tool as stemming from
the work of two particular consultants but was wasas to when it was first used (and she
even suspected it to have begun its life with tedeéht name):

We believe the first presentation use of the quadthough it wasn't called that at

the time) was in 1986 at Gartner's Scenario contere.. We looked through our
Scenario conference binders from 1985 to 1987 ndtdind any MQs in the 1985
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binder, one in 1986 and 1987. The analysts who itsgdhat conference were
Mike Braude and Peter Levine in their Software Mgpemaent Strategies Scenario -
again, though it wasn't formally called a MQ. Givaarr rigid discipline back in the
1980s of limiting Research Notes to two pages, ugpact that the MQ
appearance in presentations most likely predatsdbpearance in a Research
Note, but are uncertain. Nor can we be certainithadsn't used at another
‘theme’ conference earlier in 1986 (corresponddéreteveen Gartner and authors).
Despite continuing to ask, we were unable to uncthe&MQ’s original name, so can
throw no further light on the issdddowever, we were fortunate in being able to observ
one senior Gartner analyst discuss early thinkimgexision making within the

information systems domain (and specifically witwhthey were attempting to change

the nature of technological assessment).

4.2 A New Comparative Machinery?

We originally approached our study of the MQ usingventional forms of analysis. We
too had initially conceived of the tool as a ‘contien’ that was mostly ‘arbitrary’, that
was successful through its widespread diffusiontakd-up, all of which was bolstered by
Gartner’s standing in the IT marketplace. Thus, ainde authors (NP) was genuinely
surprised to find himself sitting listening to #téhat pointed to a rather different story.
To give some indication of this we present a lepgtktract from a presentation given by
a senior Gartner analyst to a large audience pfdfessionals and practitioners.
Typically, this analyst delivered the keynote siieeach year at this particular conference
and one of the themes he had decided to refletitistime around was the history of
decision making within information systems procueatn The analyst began by

discussing the means by which people traditioredisessed systems prior to purchase:

° All Gartner’s early research is housed in a sterfagility to which our informant did not have asse
MQ’s inventors have long since left Gartner for newsitions, and one has since retired.
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...we put together [in the 1990s] an outline of haw ghould evaluate
administrative applications... And, we lookeduatctionality, costs, service,

support, technology, vision of the company andability to execute. And what we
said was that in a stable environment you would latofunctionality’... That was
pretty much what we were looking at. Why? Well anframe is a mainframe so
technology wasn't that different from one to another, it vilmsically a vendor’s
box that you were buying but it was built arouncbanmon architecture. When
you looked in terms afost, that was the driving factor for us; Aservice and
support? We really didn’t think much abouwtsion of the company or theirability

to execute we just bought what they had to offer... So, we $@athe need but it
was kind of focusing ofunctionality andcost. What we said in ‘97 was change.
You need to look dunctionality but most vendor packages are mature enough to
where there is at least common functionality, 3 & matter ofoodness of fit that
you are looking at... And we started seeing thatdiiarthe early 80s...that said
we had ageing of systems, people were using tlyssenss...whether they were
proprietary or home-grown for 15, 20, 25 years... Athé point is that you had to
look at buying software as being a partnership wittendor, and that’'s a long-
term relationship. It's not something short ternrmdAso, thesision of the company

- do they understand the business of [specific sigcizo they know where you
were going? - and thability to execute, those are still crucial. We still say it is
about half of what your criteria should be. Nowi, #m a...Chief Financial
Officer...l1 am probably going to look &inctionality as being crucial. That’s fine.
But somebody better look out for the good of tmstitution] as a whole. Because
your institutional perspective is the one that we&sponsible to look out for in IT
(our emphasis).

There were at least three moves in this long ektFastly, we saw the problematisation

of the conventional approach to information systessessment. His critique particularly
focused on the measures people were using (‘fumatity’, ‘cost’, ‘service’,etc.) which

he suggested were no longer as effective in sodiigyendors as they once were. How
could you select between vendors using the critdriiechnology’ when systems were no
longer significantly ‘different from one anotheHdw effective was ‘functionality’ when
vendors increasingly offered ‘common functionafyhe analyst also thought it had now
become necessary to replace current measuresrazrgarisations tended to use the same
solution for longer. Nowadays, he argued, useme@singly had ‘partnerships’ with
vendors, the implication being that organisatiamisumers needed to assess not only

systems but also distinctive characteristics ofviiredors themselves. In other words, he
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was suggesting a shift in decision making fromethaluation of functional and local
concerns to more ‘strategic’ ones. In addition, endrder to do this, he mentioned how a
potential adopter might apply Gartner’'s own evabratriteria from the MQ when

evaluating vendors - which they term as ‘abilityeteecute’ and ‘completeness of vision’.

A second move was that Gartner were proposingftame decision making through
bringing into being new kinds of actors. We do thk it is overstating the point by
talking about the MQ in this way (to think of Gagtras attempting to produce a way for
vendors ‘to be’). A vendor’s ‘ability to execut@r their ‘completeness of vision’, did not
exist prior to Gartner’s intervention; they are way seeing vendors established by
Gartner. This is not to say that others have neweceived of vendors in strategic terms
(they have: see for instance the discussion oBtiston Matrix by Ghemawhat [2002]).
Our argument is that Gartner are attempting tonekthis through reframing decision-
making and ‘remaking’ vendors in this strategicsguiMoreover, their intervention, as we
will demonstrate, is making a difference to venduarso increasingly think of themselves
in these ways, and the users of Gartner reseatarewability to execute’ and

‘completeness of vision’ were seen as unproblemasisessable vendor properties.

The third move was that these strategic critefiarjpise comparative forms of assessment
rather than local accuracy. That is, they give ftorfordinal’ characteristics as opposed to
those that establish commensurability with loctss?’ In the earlier decision making
frame, vendors were assessed on measures thaefieatve in detailing how a potential

system related to the needs and shape of a spesdidi.e., they were ‘accurate’) but

10 Theodore Porter has argued that there are smoegtives in both the sciences and the economgrézise and standardizable
measures rather than highly ‘accurate’ ones. Hewtjflor most purposes, accuracy is meaningleti same operations and

measurements cannot be performed at other sit@85(29).
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provided little purchase on how vendors comparezhtering for such requirements (i.e.,
they were not ordinal measures). By contrast, éve iname renders vendors
commensurable with each other, as was GartnegstifiBurton & Aston 2004). Thus, we
can say that MQs generate comparisons that doxisitedsewheré? In short, we are
arguing the MQ is transformative and that in pradgche tool Gartner were
reconstituting the ‘technological field’ from onénere people were concerned with local
and functional issues to more strategic ones. Hewekie world that Gartner are
attempting to set out also requires a researchepsoe a method to gather information
about vendors. It is this to which we now turn,wimy how this is one of the most

controversial aspects of the tool.

4.3 Constructing a Research Process

Gartner do not entirely calculate Magic Quadrantkiwthe boundaries of their own
organisation. They are partially the product oérattions analysts have with the vendors
themselves and a geographically dispersed netwiorkrwor customers. In this section,
we discuss these groups through conceptualisingtheviormer respond to the tool and
then with how the latter are organised into whaihmbe thought of as ‘calculative
networks’. We describe the information flowing withthese networks as ‘community
knowledge’ and discuss Gartner’s attempt at objeti and commodifying this

knowledge.

When one of our research team was able to askier sgralyst about the construction of

the tool, he would say very little about them exdepemphasise how: they were the result

11 Through bringing vendors together in the sanaeepand through producing new relationships betweem (Callon & Muniesa
2005), we might therefore describe the MQ &echnology of comparison as opposed to one of accuracy.
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of a ‘long period of careful research’; they wet# fngether over the period of ‘several
months’; they involved the work of different Gantramalysts; and that these analysts met
regularly with vendors and their customers. Thialishe would say. However, we were
only able to find more detail through reading tldacumentation. One report describes
how:
During the research process, we may ask for neovrirdtion and briefings from
vendors. We often gather information from vendawvmted references, from
industry contacts, from unnamed clients, from pubburces...and from other
Gartner analysts (Burton & Aston 2004: 4).
Whilst conducting fieldwork we were able to focustavo of the groups mentioned here:
we interviewed a number of vendors that had bebjesuto Gartner’'s assessment; and

we talked with some of these so called ‘unnameshtdi, as well as observing Gartner’s

interactions with these people.

4.3.1 Vendors Are On the Move

We spoke to several vendors about their relatignsith Gartner. SoleSys (a pseudonym)
is a US based software package vendor who haddmeesistently well placed on the MQ.
This year they were again identified as a ‘Leadsny they made every effort to publicise
this. After contacting the Marketing Director ofI88ys to arrange an interview, initially
about a different issue, for instance, he sentrggently published MQ to show us how
they had maintained their position. When we mehim, we took the opportunity to ask
him about their continuously positive ranking. Wedched the subject rather simply
enquiring whether they ‘marketed themselves tor&ait He responded:

It takes a lot of work, actually [laughing]. Andyyy don’t reallymarket yourself to

Gartner as they are very focused on the commuaoitathey have with

corporations. So what they do, if you want to besidered for coverage on the

Magic Quadrant, they send out a questionnaire warck of the Quadrant. And it
ends up being like a 50 page response that isreztjfrom a vendor, from, you
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know, the high level product strategy down to thatéire and functionality and
architecture. So we make an investment to respmtitat as thoroughly as
possible. And, that's how, where our placemenhe@uadrant comes from
(author interview with Marketing Director, SoleSys)
Whilst polite enough to laugh at our question hg dowever, chastise us for the
suggestion that they ‘marketed themselves’ to @altriThis exchange was instructive.
Our reading of this was that to be well positiomex$ far from a simple marketing
exercise. The respondent from SoleSys was reptgiagtacit derogatory definition of
marketing as ‘selling’ something irrespective sfduality. Instead, he made the point that
responding to Gartner required much internal ‘itmesnt’ and ‘work’. He went on to
insist that there needed to be substance behingaime (even though his description did
look like straightforward self-promotion and positing). We thus imagine a dual process
whereby a vendor has to first disentangle itselfrfithe existing (functional) ways it
currently conceives of itself and then to refraimese according to more strategic
measures. This suggests that the subjects of Gartesearch were ‘on the move’ so to

speak; the vendors were remaking themselves irstefrthe new world Gartner was

attempting to set odf

4.3.2 Community Knowledge

The second group from which MQs were derived ane&amed clients’. These were (as
far as we can gather) people who were customefgesé vendors and, in most cases, but

not always, subscribers to Gartner research. Gatredationship with this group was

12 Interestingly, other vendors made similar pgiaften explicitly refuting claims they did anytlgimther than provide ‘real
information’. This was seen in an email exchangaeen a different vendor (whom we identify as ‘Saft) and one of its closest
customers: “We have spent quite a lot of time brigdthe Gartner analyst responsible for their a@aip to speed on what we have
achieved in terms of development and successfiggr | don't mean just ‘marketing’ to him - | me@al information on real
achievements, which have not been visible to hienigil from SoftCo to customer).

13 This resonates with lan Hacking’s (1999) indightbservation how new classification schemeslyasienply stabilise settings but

encourage newly sorted actors to act in differemgsa(often either conforming to, or rebelling fraime classification).

24



particularly interesting. We observed how one patér analyst had built up and was
managing a large network of people with whom heraatted on a regular basis. These
people would continuously feed back ‘judgementdiita on the particular vendors with
which they were working. During fieldwork, we obged how vendor rankings were
enacted within these interactions — which con&ithat might be thought of as a

‘calculative network’ (Callon & Muniesa 2005).

We describe this calculative network in more ddialbw, but for now, we simply sketch
some of its features. It was ‘selective’ in thatlgsts kept themselves close to certain
people and excluded others. It was ‘tactical’ iattheople recognised the importance of
these interactions and used them to further g&aially, interactions in the network were
often highly ‘informal’ — being typically based d¢elephone calls or quick chats at
conferencesgtc. We might conceive these users who continuouglgidack information

to the analysts as ‘satellites’ and Gartner whihurn, translates these judgements into
positions on the MQ, as a ‘centre of calculatidr@tour 1987). Further, we can
characterise the information within these netw@&scommunity knowledge’ to
emphasise both its informal and distributed staaasyell as its shared provenance. When
pressed, for instance, Gartner would often demyad in facthem acting but, rather, they
were merely representing within the tool knowledgginated by others elsewhere. There
are obvious parallels with science: both seek tkentheir knowledge claims ‘objective’;
though scientists tend to validate their claimseims of ‘objective nature’ (Shapin 1994),
whereas Gartner continuously pointed to the comtydfivendor customers from where
the claims originated, and, as we will now desgribea number of research protocols and

‘qualitative rules’ that sat between this commutkitypwledge and final assessments.

25



4.4 The Commodification of Networked Reputation

What we are arguing is that Gartner is shapingubid so that ‘community knowledge’
is no longer a highly particular and local formkolbwledge but one that can travel the
world. This is to say that this informal knowledggn be commodified and fed back to the
market. However, these kind of ‘judgements’ wereaasily objectified (Porter [1995]
argues that judgements do not fit straightforwardtg quantification). During fieldwork,
for instance, we noted how Gartner often strugtpealccount for the provenance of
community knowledge and how there was a certainuatnof ambiguity surrounding the
methodological status of the tool. Let us lookiat fatter aspect before returning to the
former. In its early life we found the more ‘qudative’ aspects of the MQ were
highlighted; and then some years later it was desdras resulting from ‘qualitative
research’. It is typically described today as hgvarmix of both these aspects: “Gartner
analysts use a combination of objective and subgctiteria to evaluate individual

vendors..” (Soejarto & Karamouzis 2005: 5)

When Gartner say the tool includes ‘subjectiveeciat, we take it to mean it is shaped
through analyst interactions with clients. Indeeé might think that incorporating this
kind of knowledge increases the tool’s credibilfty; instance giving weight to the
argument that Gartner are ‘close to the actiortbsspeak* It is this community
knowledge that Gartner are attempting to objectdyhring into the calculation these

customer judgements (seen as important but haNimpiv remained outside the frame).

14 The creation of what we are calling ‘calculatietworks’ was, we imagine, a response to a pgiioblem. One analyst may be
monitoring the activities of many dozens of vendmeoss an entire sector. These organisationdeitiperating and implementing in
countries across the world. If she is to remainnmied about these activities then she is reliarthisndistributed and informal

knowledge network. How else could she maintain sigét (of this market) and insight (into the prees of the vendors)?
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Yet, this was also seen as one of the weaknesdhks tifol (leading to accusations of

‘partiality’ and ‘bias’).

4.4.1 Partiality and Bias

One issue appeared to be the obfuscation thaedxasbund these calculative networks
and community knowledge. That Gartner refused tkenthe names of their sources
public, for instance, was a cause of much conddrare was also little information on
how they chose specific customers as well as \wighateight given to their views. During
fieldwork, for instance, we spoke to one IT managko was critical of how, despite the
claim that Gartner consult widely when conductingit research, they had never solicited
his views. He was the IT Director of a large US orgation and very active in the wider
software community, having until recently servegessident of a SoftCo User Group for
his particular industry sector. We interviewed himtially about this presidency but the
topic of Gartner came up. He described how he thotlng particular Gartner analyst
responsible for his sector had not been completetyn-handed when assessing SoftCo’s
solutions:
...he has been very negative to [a new SoftCo comgystem]. He has never
called. He has never visited our site. [SoftCo] tsane to be on a conference call
with him, but I really don’t want that. He just kne everything; he never listens...
There are just some people you know that, | tookranediate dislike to him and
that is because of that arrogance. But he does knlotvand Gartner is
important... He is not against [SoftCo] he just tlsinkat they are a bit player and
they are not serious. That is what | gather (auithierview).
Despite the fact he was well informed about Soft@w someone who might have been
expected to be contacted, the practitioner wapartof Gartner’s calculative network. It

seemed that Gartner actively differentiated betwaetomers when gathering

information: that access to calculative networks waevenly distributed’ (Callon &
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Muniesa 2005). Indeed the issue of ‘bias’ impliedhe above account was an aspect
voiced several times during our fieldwork. It wms, instance, the focus of an email
exchange between one SoftCo Solution Manager andtamer:
Up to now | perceived their [...] chief analyst [.. &ibg pretty vain - it is hard to
turn his mind around just by facts. For the lasgMa&uadrant we proved him
being wrong in every single sentence of his commenhis (bad) assessment of
[SoftCo], but | believe this has made him more tiegaabout [SoftCo] than
before (email from SoftCo to IT Manager, UserOrg).
Others at SoftCo made similar points. One of thetrstriking features of the various
criticisms we came across were their identificatbbrattachment’ and ‘authorship’.
Gartner are a large, global organisation with maumydreds of analysts but nonetheless
our informants identified one particular analystlas source of ‘negative’ assessments.
We mention this because it contrasts with theesgias Gartner are employing in an
attempt to ‘objectify’ their knowledge. Whilst cam practitioners and vendors
highlighted the ‘particularised’ nature of expesgfi§artner were pushing in the opposite
direction through attempting to demonstrate how M&3silted not from individual but
‘collective expertise’. On their recently estabshOmbudsman Blog, for instance, a
‘code of ethics’ was published which explicitly uégd the claim that MQs embodied bias
and how, by contrast, they resulted from a ‘colégji style research process:
Each piece of Gartner research is subject to aaugopeer-review process by the
worldwide analyst team. Sign-off approval by reskananagement is required
prior to publication. This process is designedudase any inconsistencies in
research methodology, data collection and conahssias well as to use fully
Gartner's collective expertise on any researctcttartner Website'y:

The objectification and commaodification of commuyrkhowledge includes a process of

‘purification’ (Power 2003) whereby Gartner wereeaipting to detach specific

15 Source Gartner website, page entitled Guidimcites on Independence and Objectivity: http:Awgartner.com/5-

about/company_information/guiding_principles.fapcessed 17 December 2007).
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contributors from tools through emphasising thenfalrresearch protocols and ‘qualitative
rules’ that mediate between individuals and firedesssments. MQs resulted not from
individual but global expertise; assessments weteimply ‘discretionary’ but analysts
are strongly committed to certain ‘academic’ probes; notions like ‘peer review’,
‘research methodologies’, ‘data collecti@tc., were an increasingly common aspect of
Gartner’s vocabulary. They have also publishedstiegific criteria by which they
measure vendors; the two components of the MQIifyalbo execute’ and ‘completeness
of vision’) broke down to reveal a detailed listWwiich a vendor was measured (and they
can score between 1 and 3 points on each of thieydar sub-measures). This was an
effort to convince that calculation was less abBpeatsonal discretion’ and more about the

following of qualitative rules (Porter 1995).

4.5 Extending the World of the Magic Quadrant into the Market

We have focused on the process by which Gartneegainformation for its MQs. In this
section, we consider how the tool is extending theomarket and with how it begins to
‘interact’ with the very thing it is attempting tiescribe. We do so through discussing
how Gartner’'s assessments were taken-up by oneyartvendor customer and then
with how they become a ‘resource’ that he souglejaloy in a complex set of strategic

manoeuvres.

4.5.1 The Magic Quadrant at UserOrg

‘Sergio’ was an IT Manager at a user organisatierhave described as ‘UserOrg’. Sent
the latest version of the MQ by a SoftCo execuiieen to report the ‘good news’ that
their rating was finally improving, Sergio, in tyrtirculated it among his colleagues,

careful to add his own interpretation of whatthought the MQ was saying:
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See attached an e-mail from [SoftCo] with sometpashews that Gartner have
improved their rating of [SoftCo’s] products withime [specific] sector. The
diagrams are worth looking at because they shot|8wtCo] have improved
since 2004 but also that they have a long way tbajore they overtake their
competitors (email from Sergio to colleagues).
Although the vendor was keen to highlight a changgosition, Sergio qualified the
improvement through highlighting the ordinal natafeéhe tool and the fact that even
though SoftCo had moved position, so too had allatmers, and thus SoftCo still lagged
behind its rivals® In a further series of emails, Sergio discusseH wiSenior Executive
at the vendor whdte thought were the specific problems that Gartnantbwith SoftCo.
He received a reply to his email in which the vamajgpeared to accept the assessment:
Yes, we need to move ‘North’ in the execution afs ‘East’ in the vision
section. We really need to push across the lirethe ‘Leadership’ Quadrant.
Implementation (speed, cost - same thing, to sotten remains a challenge
(email from SoftCo to Sergio).
Here, we simply note how the properties of thisd@rappeared to be settled and adjusted
to those of the MQ. The various actors present sddmaccept the alternative
comparative machinery set out and agree that Ganate‘correctly’ identified that
SoftCo had a poor ‘ability to execute’. Howeveistivas not the end of the matter. Far
from it. What then developed was a fascinating guite unexpected series of events.
Rather than simply accepting the assessment, Sgisgiossed with the vendor how he

might be able tomprove SoftCo’s position:

...I think that the [CRM] final result will help movwhings much further. If we can
then exploit BW [Business Warehouse] to includaficial and other information

16 It is an interesting feature of MQs (much disaasin the practitioner press) timadst vendors seem to make progress each year.
These movements are often very small - more ‘cregphan ‘leaping’ - but the fact they do move erfpaps not wholly surprising (a
creeping as opposed to static vendor suggestsstaciprocess of re-calculation!). It is rumourieat tsome vendor executives will
often use a ruler to check for the existence ohglanges. In addition, even though vendors wilkgtise these as improvements, they
are often of little significance (because what ¢ewre movements in relation to others). One di@geteof this constant improvement

is that in some markets all vendors end up in #meessquare! Gartner, however, have establishedcass for this. They ‘retire’ a MQ

when this happens, suggesting that the marketéwmmie sufficiently ‘mature’ such that their toohis longer needed.
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then we should help to move the [SoftCo] positiortHer in the right direction. |
think that it is important for Gartner to realisat [SoftCo] are building up
momentum as they move across the MQ (email frorgi®&én SoftCo).
The ‘CRM’ project was a customer relationship mamagnt system being built by
SoftCo and implemented within Sergio’s organisatibwas seen as a significant flagship
venture since it brought together and integratedrse previously unrelated enterprise
resource planning (ERP) modules. What Sergio wggesiing was that, once the CRM

project was successfully implemented, news of¢hidd be fed back to Gartner to

provide evidence to improve SoftCo’s standing.

4.5.2 UserOrg Becomes a ‘Test Case’

At this stage of the fieldwork we were intriguedtwhow this might happen; how could
the CRM project be linked to the MQ in this way? Watched with interest as the IT
manager attempted to gain Gartner’s attention. iitprecently become a Gartner client,
Sergio had access to their analysts and his mam pbcontact was someone whom we
described as ‘Bob’. We observed as Sergio deeptameckelationship with Bob: they
began to conduct regular telephone conversatiorgarticipate in lengthy email
exchanges (which we had access to); and Sergicdvemgineer meetings with Bob in
various places around the world (some of which vedile to observe). Sergio discussed
this blossoming relationship with one of his cofjees:
He [Bob] is coming to [UserOrg] in early Novembera...conference. | tend to
speak to him approximately every two weeks. Healy interested in seeing
what we have done in UserOrg. He is also watchiem{Org] and [PurseOrg] (?)
at the moment. | think that he will also watch [Weaxg] in the UK as well to see
whether [SoftCo] can hit implementation dates. Isure that we can generate

some really good publicity from our CRM project @hfrom Sergio to
colleague).
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According to the email, Gartner were watching a benof sites around the world from
which it would gather evidence about SoftCo’s &ptio execute. Moreover, UserOrg had
become part of this calculative network. This rdiaenumber of issues, not least as to

why Sergio might go to such effort to improve SaftCrating?

4.5.3 Calculating Actors

During the same period, Sergio was also in regrdatact with a number of SoftCo
executives, continuously reminding them of theuefice Gartner were developing among

decision makers. The following message was tymt#iese kinds of interactions:

| would suggest that [SoftCo] need to be awareuitiechow much influence
Gartner are developing amongst the [specific sectommunity in the UK. This
could actually be good news, given Gartner's contsngnout [SoftCo] and
[BigVendor]... But | suggest that your [sector dfiefteam should become well
aware of Gartner's comments because they williogrtae known to [specific
sector] IT Directors (though whether we would agreth them is something
else!) (email from Sergio to SoftCo Executivé).

The vendor executive replied to the manager andapp to be grateful for the work that
Sergio was doing with Gartner:
| appreciate your ongoing dialogue with [Bob] ofraar. As you know, we also
have a parallel dialogue with [Bob]. | agree thai$ilooking for [SoftCo] to
‘execute’ on the ‘vision’ (in Magic Quadrant terms)terms of key projects such
as yours and [PurseOrg’s] (email from SoftCo Exieeuio Sergio).
Sergio was more explicit still in later messagesliming the specific interest Gartner had
taken in his project, as well as the work he waaglto encourage this attention:

Gartner ([Bob] especially) are following every ttwath great interest. He wants
to spend much time with me in [the US] before andnd) [a forth-coming

17 There is a sentence here that is importantfoamument: ‘though whether we would agree witmihs something else!’ Through
this comment, the manager called into questioratitaracy of Gartner’s assessment of Softco. Howewven though Sergio appeared

to be sceptical of the assessment, this was nessadly important, because he still used it.
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conference] (he's invited me on to a User Pan¢herSunday [sector specific]
Symposium to discuss the question ‘What messagédwdilge to give to my ERP
vendor?'!!). He also intends to visit [UserOrg] ohg his trip to [UK conference]
(being held in the [UserOrg] area at the beginmihiyovember). | am giving him
very positive messages - he is very interestelartimescales of the project —
possibly, because he is looking for evidence tBaftlCo] can implement
good/solid implementations in a short time-scale.i¢llooking for similar
evidence from [KentOrg] and some other critical iofplementations (email from
IT Manager to SoftCo).
Sergio outlined to the vendor how their positiontlo® MQ was now becoming directly
linked to their performance at UserOrg. What Selgiped to achieve was to exert
pressure on SoftCo to continue to devote resouocks CRM project (the development
had started well but had been floundering in recgmths). In turn, SoftCo needed to
improve (not worsen) their ranking. Sergio thusapated that Gartner’s interest would
have a positive effect on the vendor. In anothesibto a colleague, Sergio described his
overall aims:
Things are getting ever more interesting for me thed SoftCo] relationship. They
are really moving in to a ‘partnership’ role - timiog in highly competent
resources to ensure that we go live on 10th Octdiberugh | guess it helps that
they realise that [a senior Gartner analyst] hiktteem that Gartner are watching
[SoftCo’s] ability to implement at each of 3 [orgsations] in the world
([UserOrg], [KentOrg] and [PurseOrg]) and that thesults will materially affect
whether [SoftCo] move from the lower left quadramthe top-right! (email from
Sergio to colleague).
To summarise this section, the MQ had two princgstcts. Firstly, it framed the setting
so that the means by which vendor rankings camipeaved has been defined. No longer
an abstract or difficult to measure notion, venglerformance was translated into the most
tangible of things: to repeat Sergio’s words, thelementation of its systems in the three

organisations ‘will materially affect whether Soft@ove from the lower left quadrant to

the top-right’. Secondly, the fact it tied in vemaankings with the success of these
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projects opened up the possibility of new kindatfon. In particular, the MQ became a

‘resource’ for actors to calculate aact in different ways (Miller 2001).

4.6 We Can’t Delay the Go-live
Let us now turn to the CRM project, for if SoftCasvto improve its position, it was
essential the implementation continued smoothigeéd as the go-live date approached,
everything appeared to be going well. Despiteahfiroblems, SoftCo had now ‘pulled
out all the stops’ to ensure everything was a sgd@vernight, however, serious
problems emerged and some amongst the internabif ait UserOrg were asking Sergio
to postpone the go-live till later in the month.tsergio was reluctant to move the date,
seeing any delay as damaging; it was the kind iofeexe that would underwrite Gartner’s
(poor) assessment of SoftCo. This presented Seisithiosomething of a dilemma: to
follow the advice of his team and postpone theigedate; or to soldier on as planned
and hope things would work out. Sergio spelt oatrtature of the problem in a message
to his internal IT team, suggesting they shouldycan:
I'm trying everything to ensure that we do not gelee go-live. It critically
depends upon [SoftCo] resource availability. Garewe watching closely because
they have severe questions about [SoftCo’s] ‘ghititexecute’ within the [sector
specific] environment. They have no problem witbffSo’s] ‘Vision'. Their
views of these two parameters result in [SoftCptsdition in the Magic Quadrant.
They are currently NOT in the ‘top right’ quadrdemail from Sergio to his IT
team).
Sergio knew a delay would be potentially ruinousSoftCo; not only would their

position on the MQ be affected but he suspecteiftindner Gartner criticism would

negatively influence SoftCo’s decision whether dotinue investing in this particular
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industry sectof® Thus, he decided to push ahead with the go-liMg; &ware the
software was not properly tested (and that it wandcbduce risks to his own
organisation}? Nevertheless, and despite his efforts, furtheblerms mounted up and,
several days later, the realisation dawns that werg not going to meet the go-live date.
The project thereforevas postponed. However, a second go live target was quickly set
and when the new date arrives, and despite therfany problems had still not being
resolved, the system was implemented. A few dagsquhand it became apparent that in
the rush to implement everything was not as it khba; there were numerous difficulties
and it was thus decided sbhut down the live system whilst problems were rectified. In the
meantime, this provided Sergio with a difficultuss how should he break the news to
Bob? The implementation has not gone as plannetk there major ‘issues’ with the
vendor, and UserOrg was left without an externalig system for several days. In an
email to Bob, about a different issue, he addeddt@wing postscript:
The [CRM] project at [UserOrg] is continuing to geally well. | have decided
NOT to risk going live on 10th October but to delatil later in the month. We
will still have succeeded in going from project niiglation to go live on a raft of
[SoftCo] modules in 8 months - | just don't wantigk things by implementing
without exhaustive user testing. However, | willddde to demonstrate to you
what we have done in a ‘QA’ environment, if you wis see it (Sergio’s email to
Gartner).
What Sergio did was to put to one side the varpoblems in favour of the more positive

message. Gartner wouhdt be told of the ‘chaos’ that ensued at UserOrg. loswe to

understand this? This was also a kind of calcutati@t made vendors comparable,

18 With a negative Gartner assessment hangingtear, he fears the team within SoftCo specializintis sector will have
difficulties in mobilizing resources to continuedevelop the suite of systems for this particularket.

19 He describes this risk in the following messédgeart from the immediate [CRM] project team, | araw also passing the message
around the rest of the ISS that we wiélve to go live on 10th October — ‘cold turkey’ techniques maylwel required. This will
introduce risks to several other areas (e.g. inaategesting of the ‘common desktop’ image acrtis€)e000...PCtc.)... However,

we will need to prepare detail cover/support panghe days/weeks after 10th October because we that we will be going live

without adequate testing/training. (thessage from Sergio to internal project teamn emphasis).
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though it may not typically be phrased in that Wsince it could just as easily be
described as a ploy). However, there was moreisaltan the notion of a ‘ploy’ suggests
(Callon & Law 2005). The MQ was supposed to descviéndors but, as we saw, it
interacted with these entities, ‘encouraging’ Setgistick to the original implementation
strategy, inviting him to conform to an ideal (aramnstrated ability to execute). Thus,
Sergio drew a boundary around the things that wgaltbrward to Gartner; SoftCo’s

failings would not be taken into account.

4.7 How Gartner Defends its Assessments

We have argued that, in compiling these tools, ii@arand the discretion over to others:
as Gartner were keen to emphasise, it was not thenthe wider ‘user community’
providing judgements on vendors. In effect, thabers had the power to say whether a
vendor could execute or had vision. We describeghocess through analysing how one
satellite reported back to Gartner (and in so dbiogy he forced Gartner to defend its
position). The particular episode took place inttt®&where Gartner was organising a
Symposium to coincide with a major IT conferencdee TT manager from UserOrg,
Sergio, travels to the conference, one of his dieisg to update Gartner on progress of

his CRM project.

At the conference, one of the authors of this p&ldé) was sitting conducing an informal
interview with Sergio when Bob from Gartner appitueat. Bob straightaway began to tell
Sergio how he has just heard that SoftCo weredyrbaving difficulties with one of the
user organisations Gartner was watching (WestOrg):

Bob: Chris [from WestOrg] and | were just talking, sheshe has put some
ultimatums out with them [SoftCo].
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Sergio: Yeah, the real problem with them, [WestOrg], iattthey have always
written their own systems and they have gone fd3 Bmest of breed] but when
they start hitting sort of a [GenteSys] or a [Saft@ey think that it is going to be
straightforward....So, so she has got problems?

Bob: She said that they are 2 million pounds over budgd they haven#ven
started implementation.

Sergio: Oh, | think that a lot of that is going be, theygdrom [SoftCo], the ones
that | have been talking to. It is just that theamt manager of the [nationality] is
bloody useless.

Bob: But that is a key...

Sergio: ...what's absolutely critical, what [SoftCo] haveebedoing, is that in the

UK, they have been recruiting, and they have beeruiting some really good
people. Buthose guys, | don’t see them at [WestOrg] yet...

This interchange was interesting because Bob béngaconversation by highlighting
SoftCo’s failings through invoking the ‘communityfew (it was not him but Chris from
WestOrg criticising SoftCo). In contrast, Sergiteatpted to defend SoftCo through
shifting the focus back onto WestOrg's lack of exgrace with these kinds of large
generic software packages. He also suggestediihgstwere improving since SoftCo has
just recruited ‘some really good people’. This exutpe went on for some in this manner
with both providing contrasting evidence. Sergisa@cing Bob to both explain and
defend his assessment of SoftCo, which Bob appedriedo do -+n a robust manner.
This confrontation continued and eventually Bob toalse less guarded telling Sergio
what he thought were the real problems with SoftCo:
| told them [SoftCo] seven or eight years ago thay needed to start investing in
the [specific] sector. We have a saying: ‘do sommetlor get off the pot’. Have
you ever heard that? (Sergio: yeah). In essencé Mbla them, it’s like "You put
your toe in [specific sector] but you really havetommitted’. They said ‘We just
hired! We got 10 people writing the [sector] systéBergio: Gosh]. | said ‘Are
you kidding me?’ | said ‘howan you? | mean, that's embarrassing!’ | said ‘The
smallest software companies in the US...would haver®D’. | mean, [DataSys]

have got 50, 60 people. [GenteSys] have 100, B§QVEendor] have 150. You
know 10 people is just nothing! They are up toph'td know, 20, 25 now but still
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it is not what | would call for the size of the cpamy, | mean they have the

resources to be a global leader in [specific sgdttney want to be. It is just that

they have just never made the commitment. Andighahat you are saying?
What we had here were two actors opposing each tttaugh offering contrasting
accounts of the qualities of a vendor. Sergio gpehallenged Gartner's assessment of
SoftCo and Bob was forced to defend their positWhilst Sergio stated that Soft@@ms
improving, it was clear to Bob that they were naffisiently committed to the particular
sector. As he saw it, they were being opportunistitis market (‘they could be the
global leader in [specific sector] if only they wead to be’). This particular thread of
conversation ended when Sergio was forced torftdlline with Gartner's assessment.

Despite all his previous efforts, Sergio has toceale the territory to Gartner and accept

their assessmeft.

5 Conclusions

Specialist industry analysts and IT research finage been highly active in exploiting the
uncertainties that exist in technology procurenterdaugh generating and selling
assessments of the relative location and standimgralors as well as the efficacies of
their solutions. Owing to the increasing rangeakding complexity and rapid evolution
of IT products, the knowledge produced by thesamgations is gaining in relevance.

They are ‘organising’ the marketplace through msinify promise and shaping

20 In the final stages of writing this article, tlagest version of the MQ was posted to us by alee(SoleSys, once again the leading
vendor). We excitedly opened the envelope to sesthen SoftCo’s position had changed. Had Sergictisities had any effect on the
position of the vendors? We found SoftCo was planeck or less as in the previous year (though wler tells us there was indeed
some ‘creep’). It had moved slightly ‘northwardsl the ability to execute axis but there was no ghan its ordinal position.

However, the text accompanying the tool did makerésting reading. There was mention, for instaathpw “[SoftCo] is gaining
valuable experience from ongoing implementatior{&antOrg] and [PurseOrg]” and how these would beduto judge the position of
SoftCo in the near future: “[w]hile there are omgpprojects at other institutions, [SoftCo’s] fuélsuccess in [particular industry
sector] will rest on its ability to implement thegime of system] at these two [organisations]...."eréhwas an also indirect mention of
Sergio at UserOrg and the success he had in pémgu@dftCo to take his project more seriously: “Timelustry sector] product
development team works closely with its current@oners, and the user group is active and influentieluding areas such as

[industry specific] CRM and business intelligence”.
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expectations amongst vendor and user communities &#lowever, the critical social
sciences have been slow to explain the influendkiskind of knowledge. One reason
for this is that the social study of IT is narrovihcused (Kallinikos 2004): heavily
influenced by ‘situated’ and ‘localist’ conceptioostechnology it lacks sophisticated
enough analytical schema to capture how wider a@nod intermediaries like industry
analysts shape markets and influence local adtis partially explains whyhe

important role of industry analysts in shaping teabgical fields does not appear on the
social science radar (author study).

Our broad purpose has been to encourage greaegshtn the kinds of market shaping
phenomena described here by sketching out theleggiof a market analysis tool. More
specifically, we have shown how an IT research misgdion produced and calculated the
standing of vendors through the production of isgd Quadrant (MQ) tool but whilst
doing so we have paid attention to contested natutfeese assessments. A further interest
has been in the attempts by its authors to eskathlestool as an ‘impartial’ and

‘legitimate’ arbiter of vendor performance.

The tool may have been studied from a variety aflamic perspectives (i.e., in terms of
debunking, convention), however, we chose to dgvalo(arguably) more productive
form of analysis whereby we could study the creatind the ‘success’ and ‘failure’ of
these tools. We deployed recent ideas from Econ&wiiology (Callon 1998, 1999,
2007) and the Sociology of Finance (MacKenzie 2@086a,b) where it has been
suggested that economic theories and financial fequigy a crucial role in théoing of

the economy. Adapting this argument to the casedafstry analysts, we asked: To what

extent is the advice of industry analysts ‘perfdine? By this, we refer to the ways in
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which their research actively pushes or ‘nudgesbduation or procurement choices in

certain directioné!

Callon (2007) has described economic and finatk&dries as putting in motionsacio-
technical agencement. Theories are successful (i.e., performativeaigeies, when they
create their corresponding socio-technical agenoée(ftige ‘context’ or ‘world’ they point
to). We have analysed the MQ describing four paldicmoments. Firstly, in enacting this
world, the industry analysts potentially reshaped Ipeople made decisions whilst
choosing between vendors. The device (a ‘technobdgpmparison’) offered an
alternativecompar ative machinery through bringing vendors together in the sameespac
and putting previously incommensurable technologiesa scale. It has defined the two
dimensions of this scale and created the possilaifibrdinal assessment and ranking of
vendors. Secondly, we have described the actualisat this world through the
construction of aesearch process whereby industry analysts could speak ‘authoviédyt
about the competence and performance of softwardore. They set up an extensive
‘calculative network’ where analysts drew on thews and opinions of those
implementing and using the technologies of the vendnder analysis. This knowledge
has an unusual quality (being informal and higldgt;ngent and potentially subjective).
The analysts thus attempt to find a way wherels/‘ttmmunity knowledge’ is no longer

the highly situated form of knowledge it once was ¢an be turned into a form of more

21 Importantly, we are by no means suggestlhd§ll research is performative in the same way. Dufieldwork, for instance, it was
clear that some forms of advice were more influrkian others. Why was this? Other assessmentgubarly future oriented ones,
were more speculative, which raised related questiegarding how industry analysts deal with ‘fialu(i.e. where predictions and
assessments were found to be incorrect)? The afuiuse research is thus to consider differentuiest of the research and tools
produced by analysts. One research challenge bacems whether it is possible to construtytpal ogy of prediction and assessment,

which would characterise differences between statésnin terms of effects.
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robust -commodified - knowledge that could ‘travel the world’ (we retuo this point

below).

Fourthly, this particular socio-technical agencetieas begun to constitute the
marketplace in various ways. It has establishednalrer of new realities — or, to use the
language from the start of the paper, it has beceoteessful’. Actors increasingly act
according to the tool. Vendors, for instance, asndmy of their customers, increasingly
describe themselves according to this new comparatachinery. ‘Ability to execute’
and ‘completeness of vision’ have come to be toeateunproblematic (as well as
‘researchable’ and ‘assessable’) measures of vegeitsrmance. Moreover, the device
not only constitutes the activities of vendors ingteasingly users. We saw one IT
manager attempt to provide evidence of a vendorpgoving performance. Even though
his intervention did not have the success antieghahe episode demonstrates how the IT
is increasingly ‘framed’ and this actor ‘equippethis suggests people are increasingly
able to see the effects of their actions in retatmthese kinds of tools — and to act

accordingly??

Finally, and to return to the place where we betfpiypaper, all of this builds towards our
thesis which is the argument that these toolsetrarbitrary but containdefensible forms
of knowledge (as could be seen by Bob’s strongttabof Sergio’s attempt to influence).
This is not to say that the tools are viewed uruaity. As we have shown, the tool
inhabits an interesting ‘grey space’. They araquid (mostly in the practitioner press)

because amongst other things analysts are not alwdgpendent of those they assess. In

22 These kinds of outcomes have been noted wititesitypes of ranking devices — such as thoseattampt to sort University

Business Schools (see Fetal. in press).
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Callon’s terms, we might see these criticisms amjgeting’ socio-technical agencements
attempting to problematise the world set out byht@. Imposing new worlds, argues
Callon, always causes alternative ones to ‘striekb Interestingly, industry analysts
have themselves not stood still, actively defendi&gr tool. Recently, for instance, we
found these organisations to be more forthcomimaytand in some cases making
public) methodologies and research processes, @ntny to the collective and
‘collegiate’ nature of their research process. Tlawnguably, their assessments may be
seen as constituting a new kind of privately predighublic good, which is not subject to
the strict controls of independent ‘scientific’ kmedge (Shapin 1994), for example, but
which has its own particular forms of accountapilithe nature of this legitimation and
accountability, the process by which industry astsyattempt to establish their tools as
‘impartial’ and ‘legitimate’ arbiters of vendor germance, is an area that demands further

research (Preda 2005).

To conclude, we have identified the important qakeyed by these new kinds of
intermediary in establishing the performance aadding of vendors; and how by
enabling systematic, commodified access to commbmnibwledge, industry analysts and
IT research firms have provided the grounds forarformalised and systematised
assessments of vendors and their offerings. Glilekid Armbrister (2003) have noted
the trade-offs between different kinds of reputagioevidence guiding selection choice
along a spectrum between dirémtal experience based knowledge andpublic reputation.

In terms of the former, they note this knowledgdificult to acquire as being limited in
its coverage (uncompetitively limiting the adoptiomganisations ranges of partners to
those it already knows). In terms of the lattegytpoint to its mixed and indeterminate

reliability and the fact it only emerges slowly ¢atthus may be of limited use in rapidly
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changing contexts of innovation). They thus highiign intermediate fornmetwor ked
reputation, and the importance of social networks in providangrodicum of timely
information based on a broad base. Such inter-ssgtonal networks are seen as critical
across many areas of innovation, including softvyproeurement (Swan & Newell 1995).
Networked reputation may be difficult to acquirenever. Gluckler and Armbruster
(2003: 291) call for more research into the operatif the mechanisms of networked

reputation and the informal social institutionstthi@pport economic exchange.

Taking this argument further, our study draws ditento a phenomenon that has received
little academic attention, but which is growingnmportance, and that is the
commodification of networked reputation through the efforts of industry analysts, which
act as repositories for knowledge across the veaddmuser communities and supply this
community knowledge back to them on a commodified basis. The role dfigtry analysts
in IT procurement points to one mechanism for entmanthe efficiency of networked
reputation formation through the commodificatiorn @analisation of the circulation of
community knowledge (and the way this is subjegadicular forms of accountability).
We see this as a response to the deep uncertantieainding the procurement of
organisational technologies. Gartner and otheryatehelp shape community sentiment
about the boundaries of technological fields armdf ttuture direction of innovation. Their
work —this commodification of networked reputation — can no longer be simply ignored

but deserves further attention.
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