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Abstract 

Tacit knowledge is difficult to objectify, whether the goal 
of doing so is to test, share, or technologically reproduce it. 
Therefore, extending the traditionally skills-based I.T. cer-
tification practice to the assessment of social learning that 
occurs in ostensive Communities of Practice will be a chal-
lenge. My research approaches this challenge by examin-
ing the role of social media and related technologies, in-
formation systems, and artifacts in the mediation of 
knowledge and expertise across the boundary between 
workplace-based Communities of Practice and external 
professional communities. Findings from this empirical 
case study of the Microsoft MVP Award implicate certain 
design considerations into the design of social media with-
in the workplace. 

Introduction   
 Professional certification of industry- and product-
specific skills is a major trend in information technology 
sector [1] and has become a lucrative commercial industry 
[2], [3]. However, the value of I.T. certifications varies, 
and has been called into question: while job candidates 
benefit from achieving credentials from completing certifi-
cation exams, not all I.T. managers view them as legitimate 
indicators of relevant knowledge and skill [4]. A review of 
I.T. industry certification programs further reveals the fol-
lowing limitations: 
• I.T. certifications typically require multiple examina-

tions, and the cost of examination sitting fees, books, 
and self-guided training materials cost hundreds of 
dollars per exam; instructor-led courses often cost up-
wards of a thousand dollars per exam.  

• Commercially-operated certification and training or-
ganizations drive the cost of examination and intro-
duce for-profit motives which may not align with op-
timal learning strategies for individuals or the organi-
zations that often fund the certification of employees. 
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• A workplace barrier to certifications and learning ex-
ists: many I.T. certifications are oriented around busi-
ness technology that is inaccessible outside of the con-
text of the high-tech workplace. The financial barrier 
and workplace barrier result in a “catch 22” for indi-
viduals who lack independent financial means; i.e., a 
job that requires certification may pay well, but attain-
ing the certification requires a well-paying job. 

 Finally, assessment is exclusively skills-based, resulting 
in credentials that at best reflect achievement of explicit, 
skills-based knowledge, and at worst demonstrate merely 
the ability to “cram for an exam.” This (over-)reliance on 
skills-based assessment overlooks the importance of tacit 
knowledge and its role in creativity and innovation [5]. 
Expertise is constituted by more than skills and explicit 
knowledge; it includes an intellectual disposition which 
motivates practitioners to achieve excellence in their work. 
Thus, the “knowledge of experts is an accumulation of ex-
perience, a kind of ‘residue’ of their actions, thinking, and 
conversations” [6]. 
 From these limitations we can conclude the following: 
I.T. training and certification programs, for those who 
have the means to complete them or are afforded the 
means by their employer, are ill-equipped to assess – much 
less develop – professional expertise, particularly tacit, 
intellectual forms of knowledge. These forms of learning 
typically occur in face-to-face and technology-mediated 
social environments in which expertise is developed 
through the exchange of narratives between experts with 
diverse experience and knowledge [7]. The proliferation of 
Internet-supported virtual communities and increasingly-
ubiquitous social media technologies accelerate the coordi-
nation of these informal associations in which “groups of 
people who share a concern, a set of problems, or a passion 
about a topic, and who deepen their knowledge and exper-
tise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” [6]. 
 Tacit knowledge is difficult to objectify, whether the 
goal of doing so is to test, share, or technologically repro-
duce it [8]. Therefore, extending the traditionally skills-
based I.T. certification practice to the assessment of social 
learning that occurs in ostensive Communities of Practice 
[9] will be a challenge. My research approaches this chal-
lenge by examining the role of social media and related 
technologies, information systems, and artifacts in the me-
diation of knowledge and expertise across the boundary 



between workplace-based Communities of Practice and 
external professional communities. 

Research Setting 
 This research examines participation in the professional 
community oriented around the use, design, and engineer-
ing of Microsoft SharePoint, a popular enterprise-level, 
software system for information management and collabo-
ration. Field notes collected during participant observation 
conducted at SharePoint community events and in online, 
social media-based settings between July 2011 and Febru-
ary 2012. Findings from this empirical case study of the 
MVP Award implicate certain design considerations into 
the design of social media within the workplace. 

Ethnographic data 
This section contains one of the research vignettes derived 
from the ethnographic data collected thus far. Following 
the vignette is an analysis of the role of the CollabTech 
VIP award in the performance and mediation of identity, as 
well as the dynamics that are observed between the market, 
the commons, and the award itself. 
The Microsoft SharePoint MVP Award 
 Microsoft operates a “Most Valuable Professional” 
(“MVP”) program designed, according to the company’s 
promotional Website, to recognize exceptional community 
leaders from around the world who voluntarily share their 
deep, real-world knowledge about Microsoft technologies 
with others. Beyond Microsoft’s statement that “to receive 
the MVP Award, you must be passionate about Microsoft 
technology,” comments made by individuals in the com-
munity suggest, “it's not clear what criteria Microsoft uses 
to choose who gets the award.”  
 Recently, a software developer (“Bob”) had his MVP 
award renewal denied, launching a discussion on Twitter 
and in multiple blogs about experiences with the MVP 
program. As the sole developer of a popular and free open-
source add-on to Microsoft’s closed-source programming 
language, Bob’s values about transparency – and the po-
tential for conflict with the MVP program are evident in 
his critique: 
 

 One of the problems with the MVP program is that the 
whole thing is basically a mystery. Here’s where I first 
knock heads with the program. I value transparency and 
openness, even if it’s difficult or sometimes painful. The 
MVP program does not value openness. That’s why it’s 
basically a mystery how you get nominated for a MVP 
or what you have to do to get one.  
 

Others have suggested that there are certain ways to be-
come a MVP even though there are no official criteria. 
Across the multiple blogs and many blog comments re-

garding the matter, a range of views reflect diverging 
thoughts and opinions about the program: 

 
 MVP and the Certifications are about promoting Mi-
crosoft products. That's it, nothing else really. The re-
ward I get for doing the Certifications isn't the cert, it's 
the fact that my company will pay me a bonus. Why do 
they care? Because they want employees with certs to 
maintain their Microsoft status. Why do they want that? 
Because of sales. Makes sense, and a nice cooperative 
relationship. I win, they win, Microsoft wins. 
  
 I was awarded as a MVP 8 times for the period be-
tween 1999 and 2007. Many years ago the MVP award 
was for answering questions on Compuserve and then 
NNTP newsgroups. Nothing else. If you happened to like 
answering questions and knew what you were talking 
about you might get a MVP award. If you had a web-
site/blog or http forum, good for you, but you wouldn't 
get an award. It was about answering the direct posts of 
people who needed and answer. So things change, but 
we don't have to like it. Today any douchebag with a 
blog could get one. Marketing is king. 
 

Not all bloggers and commenters view the program nega-
tively or with such skepticism: 

  
 Don't forget that being MVP is a PRIVILEGE, NOT A 
RIGHT. Sure, you built a cool framework, but in all 
fairness it was probably your bitter attitude that you've 
expressed here as well that made your MVP not be ex-
tended.  
 
 Achieving a MVP award means you did *something* 
to deserve it. You were involved with user groups, code 
camps, speaking engagements, posting on forums, writ-
ing blogs, writing books, etc. The fact that Microsoft is 
recognizing your accomplishments isn’t something to 
take for granted, regardless of how secretive and closed 
the selection process is (a favourite complaint of many). 

 
 At a point in the MVP nomination process, each nomi-
nee completes a spreadsheet or submits information by 
way of an online form that has been the target of criticism: 
 

 When I came up for renewal, I had to *defend* why I 
should have my award renewed using a bad Excel 
spreadsheet and a really bad online form which don’t 
even allow me to capture my real contributions. 
Shouldn’t it be a MVP Lead’s job to know his MVPs and 
what it is they are doing? 

 
 Though not all comments observed during the study 
were negative towards the spreadsheet or its role in recog-
nizing contributions to the community: 
 



 IMHO, it's reasonable for CT to ask what you did to 
be a MVP once a year - it's hardly a monumental task 
(although the site/spreadsheet is ridiculously painful to 
work with).  

 
 I discussed the nomination process with Blake, a recent-
ly-awarded SharePoint MVP. In addition to sharing infor-
mation about the selection process, he included the docu-
ment he sent to the MVP Program representatives instead 
of the spreadsheet. His 10-page document outlined his 
many activities in the SharePoint community throughout 
the year. The document bears comparison to the following 
criticism from Bob E.’s blog post mentioned above: 

 
 The spreadsheet you have to fill in already shows 
what kind of people Microsoft really wants to be a MVP: 
people who volunteer to do their PR, their evangelisa-
tion, the marketing of their products, in short: sales 
people who don't cost a dime! (well, perhaps the MSDN 
licenses, but they actually don't cost CT any money) So 
for CT, a person who did a lot to spread the Microsoft 
gospel among fellow community members, that kind of 
person becomes a MVP. Not a person who actually did 
something for the community, like contribute a lot. I 
created with my work a community with thousands and 
thousands of developers from all over the world, but 
there's no way to specify that in their 'spreadsheet'. You 
did the same thing, no way to say "I wrote a widely used 
system and therefore contributed to thousands of pro-
jects everywhere.” 

 
 Bob brings into contrast “a person who actually did 
something for the community, like contribute a lot” with “a 
person who did a lot to spread the Microsoft gospel among 
fellow community members.” (To wit, Blake’s profession-
al title is Evangelist, not an uncommon term and job title in 
the SharePoint community.) This reflects Bob’s scheme of 
perceived value that is emblematic of his role as an open 
source software developer; i.e., he values code contribu-
tions above all other forms of contribution to the communi-
ty.  
 The content of Blake’s self-designed nomination form 
reflects drastically different values: He also produced a se-
ries of short videos highlighting community experts shar-
ing their answers to the question, “what is the one thing 
everyone needs to know about SharePoint 2012?” and 
community-spoofing videos such as “Behind the Music: 
The biggest fake SharePoint band, ever.” Blake has been 
the most prolific speaker at user groups and worldwide 
community events in recent months (he lists 44 speaking 
engagements in his MVP dossier) and he is often seen at 
these events handing out t-shirts capturing a range of 
community memes and inside jokes. Finally, he authored a 
“free” e-book (it “costs” the reader an email address, paid 
to Blake’s employer) the title of which – Inside the Share-
Point Community: 4 Strategies for Building Your Personal 

Brand – reflects his perspective on the value of doing pro-
active forms identity work he (among others) refers to as 
personal branding. 
 Ultimately, both Bob and Blake received a 2012 MVP 
Award; the former reluctantly, the latter with conspicuous 
fanfare from his employer, a software and services firm 
that released a press release with the following headline: 
 

 Excelsior Inc. Evangelist Blake Doe Receives Mi-
crosoft’s MVP Award: Doe Recognized as Top-Tier 
Technology Influencer and Community Leader in the 
SharePoint Category. 
 

The firm’s press release continues, claiming that the award 
is “also an acknowledgement from Microsoft of Excelsi-
or’s broad contributions to the SharePoint community.” 
Having attended multiple of Blake’s sessions and speaking 
with him about the award, there can be as little doubt about 
his personal loyalty to the community as there is about his 
company’s desire to capitalize on it.  

Discussion: Rewarding participation in social 
media-enable Communities of Practice 

The empirical study of the SharePoint community and the 
MVP Award informs future research and design work on 
systems designed to measure and mediate such constructs 
as “influence” and “reputation” based on social media and 
community participation. Such systems are found in social 
media (e.g., Klout and PeerIndex) and have made their way 
into open collaboration systems [10] and educational tech-
nologies such as “badge systems” [11]. All share common 
traits of presenting visual evidence of activity, achieve-
ment, skills, and so on. How these systems are designed 
and the information they are designed to mediate will 
shape (and be shaped by) the ways in which users appro-
priate the technology to perform their identities. Findings 
from this empirical case study of the MVP Award impli-
cate the following design considerations: 
Let the community (and sub-communities) design. Cap-
turing the diverse motivations, values, and participatory 
activities in a single system for the recognition and reward 
of community-valued individuals is an unreasonable goal. 
Rather, an incentive systems should be designed to afford 
users the opportunity to design the incentive itself. A par-
ticipatory meta-design approach [12], [13] is advised, as it 
would afford the “interpretive flexibility” [14] required to 
reflect diverse values, and also adapt to future, unforeseen 
system uses [15]. In the SharePoint community, such a de-
sign framework would produce a system that could provide 
both Bob (the open-source developer who values code con-
tributions) and Blake (the product evangelist and prolific 
speaker) opportunities to earn rewards that reflect their re-
spective values.  



Be aware of the motivation beyond the incentive. The 
“carrot-and-stick” method for shaping behavior works best 
on hungry mules. In other words, designers should under-
stand what motivations already exist – intrinsic and extrin-
sic – before implementing an incentive system. The tech-
nology exists for the SharePoint community itself to pro-
vide the recognition the MVP Award provides. However, 
The MVP Award – and, ostensibly, any of the Microsoft 
certifications – provides more than just recognition, it pro-
vides indirect material benefits that are, in the cases de-
scribed in this study, the actual source of motivation to par-
ticipate. A tacit knowledge certification system that cannot 
promise these benefits or suitable alternatives will likely 
fail to be adopted by community members. 
Design for translucence. Another important distinction 
can be made between systems that merely encode infor-
mation into mediated signals from which reputation (etc.) 
can be inferred, and algorithmic reputation systems that 
transform information into signals. Complete transparency 
may be neither possible nor desired, so incentive and re-
ward systems should be designed for algorithmic translu-
cence. Certain activities and attributes are explicit and tan-
gible, thus easily encoded into information; other less tan-
gible activities and attributes (e.g., reputation) are not easi-
ly encoded into information. Where it is not feasible to en-
code explicit information representing actual activity, visu-
ally representing intangible contributions and attributes re-
quires greater visibility into the internal logic of the award 
so as to answer questions about how an individual has 
earned an award. 

Conclusion 
The application of social-media based systems for recogni-
tion of community contributions within and beyond the 
workplace must take into account the market and non-
market motivations for contributions. The overarching im-
plication from the empirical analysis of the MVP Award 
for incentives and for the nascent field of incentive-
centered design is to not put the incentive in the center, but 
to focus on the user as an individual or representative of a 
group or community. Finally, a system like the MVP 
award should be seen as sociotechnical in nature, and its 
design approached as a collaboration between organiza-
tional and information systems designers, the market and 
community, and, where possible, the individual constitu-
ents who will determine the meaning of the rewards and 
incentives the system affords. 
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