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FOREWORD: RESEARCH IN THE
SOCIOLOGY OF ORGANIZATIONS

Research in the Sociology of Organizations (RSQO) publishes cutting-edge empiri-
cal research and theoretical papers that seek to enhance our understanding of
organizations and organizing as pervasive and fundamental aspects of society
and economy. We seek provocative papers that push the frontiers of current
conversations, that help to revive old ones, or that incubate and develop new
perspectives. Given its successes in this regard, RSO has become an impactful
and indispensable fount of knowledge for scholars interested in organizational
phenomena and theories. RSO is indexed and ranks highly in Scopus/SCImago
as well as in the Academic Journal Guide published by the Chartered Association
of Business schools.

As one of the most vibrant areas in the social sciences, the sociology of organi-
zations engages a plurality of empirical and theoretical approaches to enhance
our understanding of the varied imperatives and challenges that these organi-
zations and their organizers face. Of course, there is a diversity of formal and
informal organizations — from for-profit entities to nonprofits, state and public
agencies, social enterprises, communal forms of organizing, non-governmental
associations, trade associations, publicly traded, family owned and managed,
private firms — the list goes on! Organizations, moreover, can vary dramatically in
size from small entrepreneurial ventures to large multinational conglomerates to
international governing bodies such as the United Nations.

Empirical topics addressed by RSO include the formation, survival, and
growth of organizations; collaboration and competition between organiza-
tions; the accumulation and management of resources and legitimacy; and
how organizations or organizing efforts cope with a multitude of internal and
external challenges and pressures. Particular interest is growing in the complexi-
ties of contemporary organizations as they cope with changing social expecta-
tions and as they seek to address societal problems related to corporate social
responsibility, inequality, corruption and wrongdoing, and the challenge of new
technologies. As a result, levels of analysis reach from the individual to the
organization, industry, community and field, and even the nation-state or world
society. Much research is multilevel and embraces both qualitative and quanti-
tative forms of data.

Diverse theory is employed or constructed to enhance our understanding
of these topics. While anchored in the discipline of sociology and the field of
management, RSO also welcomes theoretical engagement that draws on other
disciplinary conversations — such as those in political science or economics, as
well as work from diverse philosophical traditions. RSO scholarship has helped

XV



Xvi FOREWORD: RESEARCH IN THE SOCIOLOGY OF ORGANIZATIONS

push forward a plethora of theoretical conversations on institutions and institu-
tional change, networks, practice, culture, power, inequality, social movements,
categories, routines, organization design and change, configurational dynamics,
and many other topics.

Each volume of RSO tends to be thematically focused on a particular empiri-
cal phenomenon (e.g., creative industries, multinational corporations, and entre-
preneurship) or theoretical conversation (e.g., institutional logics, actors and
agency, and microfoundations). The series publishes papers by junior as well as
leading international scholars and embraces diversity on all dimensions. If you
are scholar interested in organizations or organizing, I hope you find RSO to be
an invaluable resource as you develop your work.

Professor Michael Lounsbury

Series Editor, Research in the Sociology of Organizations
Canada Research Chair in Entrepreneurship & Innovation
University of Alberta
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DIS/ORDERING DISTRIBUTION:
A SHORT INTRODUCTION

Cornelia Storz®, Vinzenz Hediger* and Matthias Krings®

“Goethe University Frankfurt, Germany
b Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz, Germany

“Distribution” can be defined as the delivery of a finished product to a point
of sale. As such, it is an indispensable part of every value chain. Distribution
requires infrastructures: ships, trains, trucks, communication networks, stor-
age facilities, inventories, and similar. It also requires formats: few innovations
have changed the global economy as much as the introduction of the Twenty-
Foot Equivalent Unit ISO container did, in allowing for the streamlining of
trade flows worldwide regardless of the items delivered ( Levinson, 2006). And,
finally, distribution requires rules: technological and legal standards as well as
agreements that secure and stabilize the frictionless circulation of goods. But
with regard to the structure and quality of the artifacts in question, distribution
appears to be neutral — merely the intermittent stage in the value chain, where
the finished product is delivered to the point of sale or the site and occasion of
consumption.

In the case of cultural goods, given the underlying infrastructures, formats, and
rules, distribution can be said to actively shape the artifact, however. The rise of
cinema in the early 20th century, for example, was contingent on the definition of
a global standard of delivery for the 35-mm film strip that could be run through
every projector in every picture house around the world (“rules”). The size of the
individual frame and the aspect ratio of 35 times 24 mm projected at a rate of first
18 and later 24 images per second defined for every practitioner what a moving
image was (“formats”) (Kuhn & Westwell, 2020). At the same time, the techno-
logical standard and the concomitant global delivery infrastructures created the
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conditions for the economies of scale allowing producers to acquire the venture
capital necessary to move to the large-scale feature-film productions designed to
attract a potentially limitless number of paying customers beginning in the mid-
1910s (“infrastructures”) (Belton, 1990).

In this volume, we discuss the relationship between distribution and produc-
tion by using empirical evidence largely from two of the most virulent centers
of cultural production worldwide: Africa and Asia. In particular, we analyze
how cultural entrepreneurs interact with global distribution platforms, and the
implications here of for the production of cultural artifacts. We assume that digi-
tal platforms are not only a distribution device at the end of the value chain,
thus investigating the ways in which they are also transforming zow such cultural
artifacts are produced. Our analysis examines these phenomena at the three levels
just sketched out: infrastructures, formats, and rules.

Infrastructures refer to the foundational technologies such as servers, datacent-
ers, or cloud services that support the operation of a digital platform and indeed
allow it to operate in the first place. Infrastructures provide both the necessary
physical and virtual resources. Regarding digital distribution, formats refer to the
specific ways in which data and content are structured, encoded, and presented
on a platform (such as file types, data standards, user interface design elements,
or the shape and size of digital material), and thus provide distinct meanings
and facilitate interpretation (Kaghan & Lounsbury, 2006).! Rules encompass the
supporting algorithms, protocols, and governance structures (such as commu-
nity guidelines or legal standards). Thus, they shape the behavior of digital users
and cultural entrepreneurs alike. As stakeholders try to maximize their success
by adapting their content to distributional platforms like Netflix and TikTok,
production and distribution are becoming more interrelated than in the nondigi-
tal past. Dana Ozandher colleagues, Bakar Abdul-Rashid Jeduah, and Egbert
Amoncio each document how infrastructures, formats, and rules impact the pro-
duction of cultural artifacts, and how they inform the production of cultural
content in terms of music and film.

The interplay of infrastructures with formats and rules has a decisive role in
shaping outcomes. Infrastructures and formats point to a broader logic, one not
specific to digital environments; rather, it can be traced back to different areas of
endeavor and earlier forms of cultural production. In that sense, it can be argued
that cultural meaning is not so much a matter of expression or of textual struc-
tures and iconography as it is one of infrastructures and formats of distribution.
To return to the example cited above: the meaning of a film is determined as much
by powerful standardized formats and by the economic logics instituted by them
as it is by the artistic vision of a particular director and/or producer. The rich
stories and anecdotes of directors struggling to impose their vision on the appa-
ratus of the film industry eloquently speak to these dynamics.

With the approach to distribution adopted henceforth we are also revisiting
one of the founding ideas of media theory, namely Marshall McLuhan’s (1964)
claim that “the medium is the message.” That is to say, the meaning of any
given media content cannot be understood independently of the study of the
technologies and formats used to convey said meaning. However, the respective
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contributions to this volume come together in giving this idea what might be
called a “site-specific turn.” With the onset of the second wave of globalization
following the end of the Cold War, Arjun Appadurai (1996) argued that “cul-
ture” is not a matter of limited physical locations, linguistic homogeneity, and the
relative isomorphism of symbolic practices but rather of global flows, and that
furthermore it should best be understood through an interlacing set of “scapes”:
ethno-, techno-, finance-, media-, and ideoscapes. In the spirit of world-systems
theory, Appadurai’s work seemed to suggest that these various scapes tran-
scend the established frames of reference vis-a-vis economic and cultural policy,
particularly the nation-state.

However, at the intersection of “meaning” being understood as shaped by the
medium rather than an isolated message and of a dynamic interpretation of “cul-
ture” as a matter of global flows, more recent studies like Ramon Lobato’s (2019)
Netflix Nations suggest that digital platforms with global audiences reinforce, as
much as they transcend, nation-state frameworks of cultural production, policy,
and perception. This implies that the study of cultural production — including
that of space in and through culture — requires a focus on the specific nexus of
infrastructures, formats, and rules in any given instance. Memes, for example, are
a good illustration of how distribution and production become interrelated and,
despite the promises of global networks, local and regional dynamics also remain
in play. When memes become popular, meaning widely distributed, cultural pro-
ducers may need to incorporate them into new content (either as homage, parody,
or direct reference), which also sees the audience in question become a co-creator
here. Jana Ziindel reflects on the role of memes in the production of cultural arti-
facts, while Tom Simmert shows how the network effect of distribution platforms
may influence the production of cultural goods such as songs given that they
are increasingly being produced with “meme-ability” in mind. Taken together,
digital platforms lead to an inherent strong relationship between distribution and
production. However, there are two important qualifications to be made: places
matter, and so does history.

First, place matters in complex ways. The above-mentioned new forms of space,
created through digital platforms, have often given rise to the impression that
the latter open up unlimited opportunities regarding both forms of distribution
and of production (Nambisan, 2017). However, cultural entrepreneurship — while
transcending boundaries — is still wedded to local production and local distri-
bution sites. When we argue in the following that the opportunities available to
cultural entrepreneurs have been substantially transformed by digital platforms’
emergence, let it not be forgotten that dependence on the local environment — in
terms of networks, distributors, established practices — has by no means disap-
peared. Sonia Campanini and Ute Réschenthaler and Tom Simmert discuss these
phenomena in their respective contributions.

Second, throughout this volume, we highlight how digital platforms have trans-
formed the contemporary landscape, with the underlying infrastructures, formats,
and rules substantially shaping cultural production and the creation and design
of its artifacts. But digital platforms do not simply fall from heaven; as many
economic historians have shown, organizational phenomena are path dependent
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(Storz & Schifer, 2011). Indeed, important structures and institutions would be
set up long before the digital world first emerged, ones continuing to participate
in the shaping of cultural production today. The economic historian Douglas
Gomery (1984), in his analysis of the Hollywood studio system, argued that
distribution — while “the least glamorous branch of the film business” — actually
“provides the economic basis for market control” (p. 69). Hollywood studios are,
in fact, distributors providing films with access to the global market before they
are producers.

We see this also in the rich literature on “complementary assets,” which pro-
vide core benefits supporting a given organization’s competitiveness (Teece, 1986).
Specifically, distribution is an asset that enables incumbents to stay in particular
markets and to bar entry to competitors. It is no surprise, then, that no viable
rival to the big Hollywood studios would emerge after 1925. To this day, they
remain the only firms capable of producing and marketing the most profitable of
all media formats, the blockbuster film. When Netflix morphed from a mail-based
home-video distributor into the world’s first major streaming platform, it care-
fully avoided challenging the Hollywood studios on their main turf and opted for
the cultivation instead of what may be called a “global in-between space” — that is,
one lying between globalized Hollywood blockbuster films and national film and
television production, picking up and producing films from a number of different
countries around the world for relatively low sums of money and giving them a
chance to find a global audience independently of the Hollywood studios’ own
distribution networks. Meanwhile, regional film industries like the various video
ones in Nigeria owe their rise to the repurposing of preexisting marketing net-
works (including piracy ones for American films), reaching global resonance once
they scale up from these ground operations to regional satellite TV and digital
platforms. In each case, a specific type of interplay between infrastructures, for-
mats, and rules helps explain these dynamics (see Vinzenz Hediger’s contribution).

Our title “Dis/Ordering distribution” is programmatic. We want to compli-
cate the popular understanding of “distribution” as a largely neutral if indis-
pensable element in every value chain. Explored instead is the extent to which
distribution has crucial implications for the concept of “culture” and the arti-
facts it yields. With a view to the study of these phenomena, we return to one of
Appadurai’s original intuitions, namely that in an age of globalized networks of
communication and trade, we can no longer uphold the idea of “cultural arti-
facts” being defined by physical location, linguistic homogeneity, and the relative
isomorphism of symbolic practices. Instead, we propose to rethink the relation-
ship between culture, place, and space on the basis of the triad infrastructures,
formats, and rules. The respective contributions to this volume can also be under-
stood as building blocks in a new approach to cultural analysis, one where the
focus is no longer on spatially isolated and distinct objects — language, artworks,
material objects, rituals, and behavioral patterns — but on the practices behind the
mobilization of forms, ideas, goods, and people instead.

The contributions are grouped into three thematic sections. The first,
Infrastructures, Formats, and Rules: How They Matter in Distribution and
Production, focuses on our identified triad, including historical path dependencies
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of key relevance. This initial section’s respective papers stress how distribution
is not neutral: promotion is, indeed, an important branch of business by which
distribution platforms shape consumer behavior.

Oz et al. focuses on algorithms as rules and, in particular, on recommenda-
tion algorithms (“The Power of Recommendations: Sculpting Culture in the
Digital Era”). Recommender systems (RSs) calculate personalized recommenda-
tions that influence consumer decisions and how widely the content in question
is distributed. Through the sophisticated algorithms employed by platforms like
Amazon and Netflix, user behavior is carefully analyzed to offer such personal-
ized recommendations. Consequently, RSs possess the ability to elevate specific
products or content to the status of “winners,” granting them increased visibility,
consumption, and commercial success. As a result, these winners act as influential
forces, shaping product-development trajectories, creative content, and broader
cultural trends. Their conceptual contribution examines, accordingly, the intri-
cate interplay between RS algorithms, user behavior, and content production,
also highlighting the potentially harmful outcomes here such as the risk of cul-
tural homogenization.

The second contribution in this section by Jeduah (“Platform Distribution
of Music: How Afrobeats Artists Build Audiences Through Social Media and
Streaming Algorithms”) shows how algorithms — and particularly RSs — can be
understood as tools that turn platform environments into “ecosystems.” Drawing
on case studies from Ghana and Nigeria, his paper reveals how producers adapt
their cultural artifacts to reach new audiences abroad, and how this has created
innovative forms of collaboration between local and international musicians as
well as given rise to the greater use of remixes. The third contribution in this sec-
tion by Amoncio (“Digital Platforms’ Geographic Distribution Strategies: The
Role of Color in Geotargeting”) analyzes differences in the visual presentation of
respective items of content on digital platforms, with a particular focus on Netflix.
Using a triple difference-in-differences approach, his study examines identical
films in Netflix’s South Korean and US catalogs, and dissects how “geotargeting,”
as manifested in such visual differences as color schemes, affects user perception.
Results reveal that while geotargeting in general leads to refined user outlooks,
only specific color schemes are able to drive this. His contribution hereby adds to
the literature on digital platforms, specifically on effective geographic distribution
strategies and the nuanced role of visual localization in enhancing user engage-
ment and satisfaction.

In the fourth contribution, Hediger (“Empires of Distribution: Hollywood,
Nollywood, and the Case for Distribution Studies”) looks at the emergence and
transformation of Hollywood’s global distribution system with a particular view
on the geographic location of production versus distribution. He starts from the
observation that studio headquarters were located in New York until 1975, with
Hollywood serving as a production outpost or “movie colony” on the West Coast,
in exploring the dynamics that led to the distribution headquarters relocating to
Los Angeles in the 1970s. He then compares Hollywood’s distribution history to
that of the film industry in one of the world’s most important postcolonial nation-
states, Nigeria. Tracing the relative failure of the latter’s film policy in the 1980s
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back to a lack of consideration having been given to the issue of distribution,
the author discusses how the independent video industries that emerged in the
1990s —now known collectively as “Nollywood” — became successful because they
entered production from the distribution side. Teasing out the methodological
and theoretical implications of the two case studies, he argues for the primacy of
distribution studies over production ones.

The second section, Distribution as a Force Shaping Production: The Case of
Memes, focuses on one distinct aspect to such dynamics. While memes — “units
of popular culture that are circulated, imitated, and transformed by individual
Internet users, creating a shared cultural experience” (Shifman, 2013, p. 367) —
have long been in existence, what is unprecedented is how they have by now
become ubiquitous practice in contemporary media culture. Memes are a fas-
cinating element of cultural artifacts and illustrate how closely production and
distribution are linked: they can dictate trends in cultural production by high-
lighting specific themes, genres, or styles that resonate with one’s target audience.
For example, if a particular meme format becomes popular, cultural entrepre-
neurs may adapt their content to fit with it, knowing it is more likely to be shared.
Also, they may shift strategy: producers often create content with an awareness
of its “meme-ability” — designing moments, visuals, or dialogs that are likely to
be excerpted and circulated as memes. Cultural entrepreneurs and distributors
monitor these developments to gauge trends, audience preferences, and the potential
for content going viral.

Ziindel (“Beyond Spreadability and Virality: Distributing Internet Memes
in Limited Circles and Circular Motions”) introduces us to the intricacies of
memes in her contribution. She shows that their deliberate use to promote con-
tent is a key strategy in increasing the success of platform distribution. Also
highlighted is how corporations do not focus on ensuring individual memes
going viral but rather on the repetition of this form of content in circular
motions. Simmert (“Nigerian Afrobeats: From Memes to Streams?”) docu-
ments how music labels may benefit from the “memefication” of their catalogs
on streaming platforms, and how musicians and labels try to produce content
that can be easily “memefied.” Empirically, his paper demonstrates a relation-
ship between the memefication of songs on TikTok and their subsequent suc-
cess on streaming platforms. The author focuses on Afrobeats (contemporary
pop music from West Africa) in Nigeria, where the independent label Mavin
Records has seemingly benefited from the memefication of its music catalog
on TikTok. Through digital ethnography, content analysis, and the scrutiny of
platform data, he examines the performance of selected Mavin Records artists’
songs on both TikTok and streaming platforms in investigating the strategic
initiatives employed by the label and its artists to curate content specifically
designed for this mode of distribution.

The third section, Cultural Entrepreneurs in the Platform Business, brings the
physical space back to the fore. Its approach is driven by the notion that cul-
tural entrepreneurship on digital platforms is still bound to local production and
local distribution sites. The respective contributions here document how cultural
entrepreneurs like artists and musicians use their networks and modes of data
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collection to promote their work, and why and how they decide to use networked
modes of production.

Campanini (“Streaming Nollywood Before Netflix: iROKOtv and the Global
Distribution of Nigerian Cinema”) follows the entrepreneurial story of Mary
Remmy Njoku and Jason Chukwuma Njoku as they make their way in the
Nigerian film and media industry, highlighting how the entanglements between
distribution and production are laid bare by the eponymous platform’s nature.
Roéschenthaler and Simmert (“Brokers, Platforms, and the Global Distribution
of Afrobeats Music”) focus on the distribution and circulation of Nigerian
Afrobeats in South Korea and beyond. Based on digital ethnography and field
research in the two countries, their joint contribution explores the question of
how African pop music has spread in South Korea since the turn of the mil-
lennium in conjunction with the development of digital technologies. While the
distribution of music has been revolutionized by digital platforms, a further
consequence has been a complex network of diverse stakeholders — artists, pro-
ducers, platform owners, users — coming into being. They emphasize how global
streaming platforms have steadily increased their dominance over local offerings
and come to exert greater control over the distribution of music. As it turns out,
however, none of these professional players can claim full authority vis-a-vis the
value chain because users also play a significant — and growing — role in shaping
patterns of distribution.

NOTE

1. To take the example of the synthesizing of raw data into an image, the so-called
rendering of formats creates a “conformity between localized technical performance and
its specification in global technical standards” — rendering, in other words, “produces terri-
tory” (Geoghegan, 2021, p. 1093).
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