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The global change towards a knowledge economy forces organizations to seek new and better
ways to manage knowledge work and learning. Organizations have recognized that dfferent
information technologies can play an important role in their quest to make the desired changes
take place. Along with this increasing interest in information technologies we have also noticed
a growing interest in a specific type of community, referred to as communities of practice (CoP).
A considerable body of research that studies communities of practice in relation to IT continues
to grow. Despite this we are far from a theoretical model of the relation between communities
of practice and IT that may guide future research and understanding in a fruitful way.

The basis for this thesis are the lack of a theoretical model to describe a dialectical relation
between communities of practice and information technologies and how these relations come
into being. The purpose of this thesis and research study is to contribute to existing theories
of communities of practice by developing a theoretical model of a dialectical relation between
information technology and communities of practice. In line with this, the study addresses
the following research question How do a community of practice and information technology
constitute and shape each other? Furthermore, the research study adheres to an interpretative
philosophy, a qualitative research design, and longitudinal research case study conducted at
Siemens Sweden.

This research study was divided in two parts. Part One presented the theoretical chapters and
a theoretical working model, referred to as the CoPIT model (Community of Practice model of
Information Technology). In Part Two the initial CoPIT model was confronted with empirical
data and used to analyze and illustrate the relation between CoP and IT. The main conclusion
drawn from the research study is that the CoPIT model makes sense and is relevant, and also
that the general principles upon which it is founded hold true. Furthermore, from the empirical
confrontation of the CoPIT model we can draw the conclusion that relations exist both between
IT in general and the CoP component’s specific constructs and between CoP in general and the
IT component’s specific constructs. These key findings validate the point of departure of this
study that there is a dialectical relation between CoP and IT, and that they mutually constitute
each other over time.
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PART ONE  
INTRODUCTION, THEORETICAL FOUNDATION & 
RESEARCH METHOD 

 
Part One of the thesis contains five chapters. Chapter 1 – Communities of Practice in the 

Digital Age – presents the research topic, the research problem, purpose and questions to 

address. Chapter 2 – Communities of Practice – introduces the reader to communities of 

practice and learning in organizations from a social perspective, while Chapter 3 – 

Information Technology – brings in perspectives on information technology. Chapter 4 – A 

Theoretical Model of Communities of Practice and Information Technology – integrates 

thoughts and premises from the two previous chapters and presents a working model of the 

relation between communities of practice and information technology. It describes both the 

concept of appropriations and of relations. Part One ends with Chapter 5 – Research 

Method – which describes the qualitative research design, method, and process undertaken 

to fulfill the purpose of this doctoral thesis and the research study. 
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CHAPTER 1  
COMMUNITIES IN THE DIGITAL AGE 

This chapter is a brief introduction to communities of practice, information technology, 

and what the thesis focuses upon. Most importantly, it outlines the research problem, 

purpose and questions addressed here. 

1.1 Introduction 
The relevance and pervasiveness of learning and knowledge to organizations has hardly 

gone unnoticed. New knowledge and learning-related projects and activities seem to 

rapidly advance as fast as organizations adopt these new endeavors. At the same time as 

Information Technology (IT) is becoming more and more pervasive in shaping organiza-

tional work we have also seen an increasing interest in different information technologies 

designed to manage and support these knowledge and learning activities. Although these 

activities can be performed without the support of information technology, organizations 

have recognized that information technologies can play an important role in supporting 

them in the interest of the organization.  

 Together with the increasing interest in information technologies to support 

knowledge and learning-related activities in organizations, we have also seen a growing 

body of research that focuses on knowledge and learning that takes place in social 

communities. Although the concept of community is old, we have seen an increasing 

interest in communities in the context of corporations and business, especially in a 

particular kind of communities – communities of practice. This concept is of relatively 

recent coinage, but it has received a considerable amount of attention among researchers 

as well as among practitioners. As a concept it has already found a number of practical 

applications in organizational life, and many organizations have readily adopted the 

concept and tried to create, formalize, and support them through different information 

technologies.  

 This thesis aims at contributing to the ongoing debate about the relation 

between IT and organization and especially to IT and learning in organizations, from a 
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community of practice perspective. It has the more specific aim of contributing to the 

theory of communities of practice by the development of a theoretical model of relations 

and interactions that take place between communities of practice and IT in the context of 

the formal business corporation.  

1.2 Managing Knowledge and Learning in Organizations 
It is now widely thought that we have left the industrial age and entered the information 

age, where knowledge has become an increasingly important resource in staying ahead of 

the competition. Knowledge work and the production of knowledge, or in other words, 

learning, are thought to be a vital and significant factor in determining organizational 

success. This global change towards a knowledge economy is often said to require new 

organizational forms that imply less formal, less bureaucratic, and hierarchical forms of 

organizing in favor of more flexible, leaner, and self-organizing forms of networks, in 

which knowledge creation and learning are informal, distributed, and decentralized. This 

in turn is said to force organizations to seek new and better ways in which knowledge and 

learning must be managed. The new management task, then, is to find new and better 

ways to manage knowledge work and learning. This task is modeled on flexible, leaner, 

and self-organizing forms of networks, where communication, relations, and interactions 

are informal, distributed, and decentralized.  

 Consistent with this claim has been the growing interest and investment in 

different information technologies in the belief that IT will act as the catalyst for desired 

changes to take place. Organizations have recognized that information technologies can 

play an important role in managing learning in the interest of the organization (Alavi & 

Leidner, 2001; Gregor & Benbasat, 1999). However, in a historical context the use of IT 

to manage knowledge has been to a large extent dominated by an Information System and 

Information Technology (IS/IT) perspective based on the traditional information-

processing model. This perspective assumes that knowledge can be gathered, stored, and 

transferred from individual to individual using IT. The management task then becomes to 

extract knowledge from the individual, to store it, and to make it accessible to other 

individuals through the use of IT, so they also can learn what others know (Malhotra, 

2000; Stacey, 2003). Here the focus on what is to be managed and controlled is thus 

shifting to knowledge itself, where knowledge becomes static, predefined, and a 

contextual object (Malhotra, 2000) as soon as it is extracted from the individual. It is 
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regarded as an object that can be transferred and shared regardless of associated emotions 

and context (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). These assumptions motivate the implementation 

of IT in order to manage and control knowledge (Davidow & Malone, 1992), in the belief 

that making this knowledge accessible to members would lead to learning and organiza-

tional benefits. Instead of reinventing the wheel the employees should be able to save 

time and effort by sharing and exploiting institutionalized and explicit best practices and 

previous experiences, regardless of time and place (Hansen, 1999; Hansen & Haas, 

2001). This leaves us with the impression that IT is the prominent factor in managing 

knowledge in today’s organizations.  

1.3 Extending the Sphere of Control: Knowledge as a Problem 
There are several problems with the current use of IT to manage learning and knowledge. 

One of the problems, as just mentioned, is that IT is most often modeled according to the 

IS/IT perspective, which view organizations as information-processing machines. This 

perspective has been criticized for being static, rational, and too preoccupied with treating 

knowledge as an object, rather than facilitating processes of knowledge creation and 

learning that take place in actual work practice (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Malhotra, 2000; 

Nonaka et al., 2001). This perspective has extended the scope of management to 

knowledge itself, i.e. knowledge is thought of as a thing to be designed, managed, and 

controlled by organizations. All knowledge can thus be gathered and stored by using IT, 

and therefore also owned and controlled by the organization (cf. Stacey, 2001).  

 In a historical context, the management of knowledge modeled according the 

IS/IT perspective implies several problems. The first problem, which has preoccupied a 

great deal of the knowledge management literature, is the extensive focus on codifying 

information about best practices, formal processes, project descriptions etcetera, which 

are easy to codify, store, and share. The criticism that has been raised is that by doing this 

one often overlooks the informal or tacit dimension of knowledge and experiences, such 

as people’s subjective insights, intuitions, and hunches, that give meaning to formal and 

systematic information or explicit knowledge (Alavi & Leidner, 2001; Nonaka et al., 

2001; Stenmark, 2002). The informal or tacit dimension is deeply rooted in social 

practices, relations, commitments, and values (cf. Nonaka et al., 2001; Schön, 1983) 

which entails an analogue quality that requires a kind of simultaneous processing that 

makes it hard to extract and convert into information. For example, in large organiza-
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tions, members often work on different projects within different business units or 

operating groups. Working within these projects involves talking and discussing with 

project members, presenting and reporting to project managers, and being accountable to 

company policies and to the customers that they enter into agreements with. Everybody 

in a project is also responsible and accountable for different parts of the process. In order 

to make these projects run as smoothly and efficiently as possible, organizations describe 

their operations, processes, and standards procedures in job descriptions, manuals, and 

training materials etcetera. These descriptions come to represent the espoused and 

canonical side of work (Brown & Duguid, 1991). However, as argued by Brown & 

Duguid (1991) and Wenger (1998), these descriptions usually differ from the ways 

people actually work to get the job done. A formal job description for example, states a 

member’s position from the formal organization’s perspective, what the position 

involves, main work tasks, responsibilities, authorities, and to whom to report. When it 

comes to business processes they are often described in a linear fashion and what is 

happening on a very high level of abstraction. These descriptions are only one side of the 

coin and refer to what Brown and Duguid (1991) call an “abstraction from actual 

practice.” This implies, for example, that in facing new problems one has to stretch one’s 

knowledge, as applying existing formal procedures cannot solve them. In so doing it is 

natural to turn to colleagues that share the domain of knowledge, interest, and practice 

(cf. Denning & Yaholkovsky, 2008). They are the ones that share the same concerns and 

most likely want to collaborate. Although they may not work on the same projects or 

have never been affiliated to the same business unit, their responses to their working 

conditions are connected as they face similar problems in practice. They are members of 

community around a certain professional practice, in which they develop their 

knowledge, get the job done, and learn how to become competent practitioners. 

 Accepting the importance of the informal and tacit dimension thus imposes 

great implications for the development and use of IT to manage knowledge and learning. 

Focusing too much on codifying information about best practices and formal processes 

(i.e. abstractions from actual practice) one risks missing out the informal or tacit 

dimension, which is so vital in order to improve organizational work, to get the job done, 

and develop one’s personal competence (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Wenger, 1998). 

 Another problem with the extensive focus on codifying what has been done and 

what is formally to be done is that these descriptions represent history. This history can 

be problematic if it constrains the ability to see that mere confirmation of established 



 21 

truth dominates (Berthoin et al., 2001). That is also why informal, tacit knowledge, and 

experiences are so important, because they do not focus on what has been done formally. 

Instead they focus on how things actually get done in practice. Therefore, we can argue 

that sometimes organizations know more than they can express, retrieve, and codify 

formally due to the informal and tacit quality of knowledge. This means that knowing 

that is in our actions, which we often are unaware of, exists as an emergent quality of 

knowing something as a whole (Choo et al., 2001; Schön, 1983). This places great 

importance on the management of IT if we want to enable and encourage narrative forms 

of experiences, storytelling, collaboration, and informal conversations to take place (cf. 

Denning & Yaholkovsky, 2008; Stacey, 2001). 

 What I have briefly outlined above is a sketch of two basic problems when it 

comes to mainstream thinking about how to manage knowledge through the use of IT. I 

refer to it as mainstream because in its historical context this view has been the most 

prominent when it comes to managing knowledge and learning by using IT. There are of 

course criticisms of this view as well as new thinking especially in the academic 

literature. One is the communities of practice perspective, applied in this thesis, which 

points to the problem with the preoccupation with organizations trying to describe 

operations, best practices, and policies in formal manuals, training materials, and 

documents, which are made accessible through IT. According to communities of practice 

theory these documents often only capture the explicit aspects of work practice and omit 

the informal and detailed side of practices, and what actually goes on in a community of 

practice (Brown & Duguid, 1991). As Wenger (2001) argues, it may be a good start but is 

only half of the task, as much of what we know remains informal and tacit. This problem 

is also related to the relevance of the information found in these “digital” manuals, 

training materials, and other documents. As Brown & Duguid (1991, p. 40) write: 

“abstractions detached from practice distort or obscure intricacies of that practice.” 

Hence, organizations today tend to rely on formal canonical descriptions of processes to 

improve work rather than on what goes on in actual practices of communities and what it 

actually takes to get the job done (Brown & Duguid, 1991; 2000; Denning & Yaholkov-

sky, 2008). The result has been that many organizations end up with computer systems 

and databases that nobody uses. To complement formal and canonical descriptions of 

work we should also take into account the more informal ways of organizing work. What 

this implies is that if one focuses on actual practices of communities, and not only on 

capturing and codifying formal descriptions of history and old success stories, one may 
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solve some of the problems raised, and develop new theories and models that provide 

alternatives, upon which practitioners as well as researchers can make decisions about the 

management of knowledge and learning by using IT (cf. Hildreth, Kimble & Wright, 

2000; Kimble & Hildreth, 1999; 2005).1 

1.4 Reducing the Sphere of Control: From Knowledge Management 
to Communities of Practice 
Although the concept of Communities of Practice (CoP) – as set out in Lave & Wenger 

(1991), Brown & Duguid (1991), and Wenger (1998) – is a relatively new term, people 

have always organized communities around a certain domain of interest and shared 

enterprise (Wenger, 2000). However, a community of practice is a special kind of 

community. It is a community that is constituted by learning through participation and 

mutual engagement in a shared enterprise (Wenger, 1998; 2000; 2010). In brief, a 

community of practice can be conceptualized as a group of people who share an interest 

and concern in a specific domain and enterprise; who are involved in a shared practice 

and shared process of identification; who interact to learn and develop their competence 

in relation to the community; and who are informally bound together by participating in 

these situated activities and what they have learned (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Cox, 2005; 

Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; 2000; 2004; Wenger et al., 2002).  

 As already mentioned, communities of practice have received a considerable 

amount of attention both in the scientific community and in the corporate life of business 

(Cox, 2005).2 Much of the interest can be derived from the explicit interest in managing 

knowledge and supporting learning in organizations that we have seen since the 

beginning of the 1990s, where communities of practice offer an interesting new 

perspective and theoretical framework to many of the problems raised by knowledge 

management literature (Cox, 2005). A number of characteristics make communities of 

practice especially interesting to those that focus their attention on knowledge and 

learning in organizations. For example, communities of practice are viewed as the 

                                                
1 Although the main purpose of this research study is to make a theoretical contribution, it may also con-
tribute to organizations and practitioners that aim to utilize information technologies to support learning 
and knowledge creation among their members. By providing practitioners with illustrative descriptions 
and a model of the relation between communities of practice and intranet, they can build so-called petite 
generalizations (Stake, 1995), which may serve as a basis for managing interventions in their own con-
texts. 
2 This is the fact especially in academic fields such as organizational studies (particularly knowledge man-
agement and organizational learning) and education. The field of Information Systems has also started 
using the term, which we can see in bibliographic reviews in the Annual Review of Information Science 
and Technology (Ellis et al., 2004). 
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informal social fabric of learning, and a privileged locus for the acquisition and creation 

of knowledge (Cox, 2005; Wenger, 1998; 2000). According to theory they offer the 

possibility of overcoming the rigid tendencies of large organizations by allowing 

knowledge to flow through informal relations of mutual engagement (Brown & Duguid, 

1991; Wenger, 1998). Communities of practice are also said to represent the social and 

informal structures of organizations, and are to a large extent self-organizing systems 

(Wenger, 2000). In these systems knowledge is produced by members themselves and not 

by a centralized source (Kahan, 2004). Communities of practice thus address the more 

informal aspects of learning, and allow a closer relation to what goes on in the everyday 

work practice (Brown & Duguid, 1991; 2000; Wenger, 1998; 2000; 2000a; 2001). It is a 

self-organizing network in which interactions are informal, distributed, and decentralized. 

It enables learning and knowledge creation in complex responsive processes, where 

knowledge is not a thing or static object, but rather a brief active process of relating that 

is continuously negotiated between members of the community (Stacey, 2001). If one 

adheres to this view, then knowledge is hard to retrieve, store, or distribute through IT. 

Knowledge as such can therefore not be controlled or managed by the organization. As 

Stacey (2001, p. 5) puts it:  

 

Knowledge cannot be managed, and there is no need to manage it, because 
knowledge is participative self-organizing processes pattering themselves in 
coherent ways  

 

 This also means that external forces never determine knowledge, as the 

learning that takes place in the community is always mediated by the community’s 

reproduction of its own knowledge. Communities of practice are histories of learning. 

Even when the community is to a large extent influenced by institutional conditions 

outside the control of its members, it is still the members of the community that learn and 

negotiate information and previous experiences, defined as socially defined knowledge 

(Wenger, 2000). Thus, when previous knowledge management initiatives extended the 

sphere of control, communities of practice rather reduce the sphere of management 

control in favor of the members of the community. 

 After more than a decade of arguing whether knowledge is an object or a 

process, formal or informal, explicit or tacit, manageable or non-manageable, it is not 

surprising that it looks like we are going in circles. However, it is my belief that we are 

moving up in a spiral staircase and that objects and processes, formal and informal, 
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explicit and tacit dimensions are not mutually exclusive (cf. Brown & Duguid, 2000). 

Instead they can be perceived as different perspectives that create tensions in which new 

insights and knowledge is created. Further, when I refer to previous knowledge manage-

ment as rather old, static, and insufficient I am not saying these theories are all wrong or 

bad; what I do say is that, for the purpose of this thesis, I adhere to a community of 

practice perspective that proposes a different perspective on knowledge management. 

This perspective reduces management’s sphere of control in terms of management of 

knowledge and may help us shed new light on how to overcome the problems raised in 

previous knowledge management literature. 

1.5 Communities of Practice and Information Technologies 
The theory of communities of practice, as described and set out in Lave & Wenger (1991) 

and later further developed in Wenger (1998), did not at that time encompass any specific 

theories or models of the relation to IT. But what we have noticed is a growing interest in 

the community concept and different commercial community-oriented information 

technologies (see e.g. Communispace, InterCommunity, Tapped in).3 Along with this 

interest Wenger et al. (2009) wrote the book Digital Habitats: Stewarding Technology for 

Communities. The book now also takes into account the aspects of technology in relation 

to communities and adheres to the same perspective as I take in this thesis, i.e. a 

dialectical relation between communities and technology. Wenger et al. (2009) call this 

intertwining of community and technology vortex, where CoP and IT shape the other in 

obvious and not so obvious ways, which form patterns that are sometimes hard to see and 

observe. This argument promotes the development of a theoretical model that makes it 

easier to study and analyze the relation between CoP and IT. Although Wenger et al. 

(2009) offers a fruitful perspective and resource, it is still quite general and practice-

oriented from a scientific standpoint, and do not encompass an explicit model of CoP and 

IT. 

 Previous research on communities together with information technologies have 

in general concentrated on community activities that take place solely in the digital and 

virtual world, and thus only on interactions through different forms of information 

technologies. These information technology-based communities are often referred to as 

virtual communities or online communities (Preece, 2000; Reinhold, 1994). One 

                                                
3 For a survey on community-oriented technologies see Wenger (2001).  
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argument that has been raised against research that mainly focuses on the virtual space of 

computer networks as a context for social interaction and community participation 

(Feenberg & Bakardjieva, 2004) is that both institutional and human factors outside the 

realm of the virtual space also influence the activities that take place in the virtual world 

of communities (see e.g. Schlager & Fusco, 2004). Therefore we should not neglect the 

social world that members of a community belong to and relate to when interacting with 

information technologies. Thus, the physical and the virtual are mutually constitutive, 

forming a socio-technological network of “real” as well as virtual relations and interac-

tions. For a more balanced and dynamic view, it is important also to consider the physical 

side of the social life of communities and how activities that take place in relation to 

these contexts can be interpreted, enabled, and constrained through the use of information 

technologies.  

 Recently, attention has been paid to the relationship between communities of 

practice and a certain type of information technology – intranets. This technology has 

been widely adopted and is today part of almost every business organization. Intranet is 

here defined as a bounded organizational equivalent of the Internet (Preece & Clarke, 

2003) and it is a private, internal web that limits access to authorized users, and operate 

on standard Internet/Web protocols to communicate information to and from authorized 

users (Jessup & Valacich, 2003). Intranet is also the type of IT that this research study is 

delimited to empirically. 

  Researchers that have studied intranets from a community of practice 

perspective have proposed that intranets may contribute to the life of communities of 

practice. Vaast (2004), for example, examined how intranets may extend mutual 

engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire of communities of practice. Vaast 

observed that the use of intranet not only extended mutual engagement, joint enterprise, 

and shared repertoire, the intranet also contributed to supporting connections among 

members of different communities of practice that over time lead to the emergence of a 

network of practice. Previous research has also proposed that information technologies 

such as intranets could promote the emergence of new communities of practice where the 

intranet will act as a repository of routines, tools, stories that belongs to the communities’ 

shared repertoire (Brown, 1998; Olsson et al., 2003). Brown (1998), for example, claims 

that intranets could be integrated in real and local work practices and provide a “virtual 

reality” that enables people to participate and interact as a community. Intranets provide 

context as well as content (Brown & Gray, 1995) and offer the opportunity for geograph-



 26 

ically distributed people to negotiate knowledge and to form robust social worlds around 

a certain work practice, and thus to form communities of practice (Brown, 1998). A 

similar result was found in Olsson et al. (2003), which suggests that an intranet portal 

could be seen as an effective means to share experience, work practices, and other work-

related issues. This could contribute to the development of new forms of corporate 

communities related to professional practices, interests, and other purposes. 

 Indeed, we can notice a growing body of research that continues to provide 

empirical data for building and developing theories of the relation between information 

technologies as intranets and communities of practice. However, I argue that it shows a 

very vague one-dimensional picture that today only touches the surface of the complex 

relationship between communities of practice and information technologies. Hence, 

despite this interest and growing body of research, we are still far from a more dynamic 

theoretical framework or model of communities of practice and information technologies. 

Most research that has adopted the community concept has also focused on so-called 

virtual or online communities and on the relations and connections that take place in the 

virtual space. There is still a lack of research that specifically examines a dialectical 

relation between IT and communities of practice. This is especially true for research that 

explicitly applies concepts from the theory of communities of practice set out in Wenger 

(1998).  

 If we are to develop our understanding about the relation between communities 

of practice and IT and if we are to extend a theory of Communities of Practice there is a 

need for more research that focus on the relation between CoP and IT and on interactions 

that do not only take place in the virtual space of online communities. Such a relation is 

also dynamic and dialectical. As of today, a theoretical model of the dialectical relation 

between communities of practice and information technology is still yet to be developed.  

1.6 Research Problem, Question, and Purpose 
As pointed out above, communities of practice has emerged as a new perspective and 

theoretical concept in academia, as well as in the corporate life of business. Due to their 

informal, distributed, and self-organizing character they are said to enable an important 

and fruitful approach to understanding knowledge creation and learning in organizations. 

Along with the increasing interest in communities of practice we have also noticed a 

growing interest in information technologies to support these communities of practice. In 
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line with this growing interest researchers and practitioners have also tried to overcome 

the technological focus that followed many of the initial knowledge management efforts 

by introducing information technologies to the concept of communities of practice, and 

thereby release the full potential of information technology as well as the learning of 

communities of practice. However, there is still a lack of research that specifically 

examines the dialectical relation between IT and communities of practice and how 

interactions take place. 

 The theory of communities of practice, as described especially by Wenger 

(1998), did not encompass or deal with new information technologies, such as intranets. 

But along with the growing interest in both communities of practice and new emergent 

information technologies, we have noticed a growing body of research that shows an 

interest in the relation between communities of practice and IT, e.g. Wenger et al. (2009). 

Indeed, researchers continue to provide empirical data for building and developing 

theories of the relation between IT and communities of practice. Despite this we are far 

from a theoretical model of the relation between communities of practice and IT that may 

guide future research and understanding. Further, prior research literature on communi-

ties of practice and IT also show a very vague one-dimensional picture that today only 

touches the surface of the complex interrelationship between communities of practice and 

IT. There is also less work that is explicitly devoted to a theory of communities of 

practice as described in the seminal work of Wenger (1998). 

 The basis for this thesis is thus that we still lack a theoretical model that 

describes a dialectical relation between communities of practice and information 

technologies and how this relation is produced. Such a model may guide future research 

on the life of communities of practice and the role of information technologies and reflect 

the original work on communities of practice, as set out in particular Wenger (1998). 

 

Accordingly, the overall purpose of this thesis and research study is to contribute 

to existing theories of communities of practice by developing a theoretical model 

of a dialectical relation between information technology and communities of 

practice.  
 

 In line with this purpose, an initial theoretical working model is proposed that 

is then used to analyze and illustrate the interactions that produce the relations between a 

community of practice and an intranet. By applying and confronting the initial working 
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model to empirical data I aim to produce illustrative confirmations or lack of confirma-

tions of the proposed model. It is not a pure test of the model; rather, it is an attempt to 

apply and confront the model with data in order to illustrate, develop, and strengthen the 

model (Månsson & Sköldberg, 1983). The empirical data and the working model then 

provide a foundation for the concluding theoretical model, as well as a better understand-

ing of the relation between communities of practice and information technologies such as 

intranets.  

 In line with the purpose then, the research study addresses the following 

research question: 

 

How do a community of practice and information technology constitute and shape 

each other? 
 

By answering this research question and by developing a theoretical model of the relation 

between communities of practice and information technology, this research study aims to 

contribute to communities of practice theory, as set out foremost in Wenger (1998) and 

also to the existing research on communities of practice and information technologies. 

1.7 The Structure of the Thesis 
The thesis is organized as follows. The first part – Introduction, Theoretical Foundation 

and Method – contains, in addition to this first chapter, four additional chapters. Chapter 

2 – Communities of Practice – introduces the reader to communities of practice and 

learning in organizations from a social perspective. Chapter 3 – Information Technology 

– elaborates on information technology, intranets, and also IT from a structurational 

perspective. Chapter 4 – Communities of Practice and Information Technology – 

integrates thoughts, theories, and premises from the two previous chapters and presents a 

working model of the relation between communities of practice and information 

technology. Chapter 5 – Research Method – describes the qualitative research method 

and process undertaken to fulfill the purpose of the research study.  

 The second part – Empirical Illustrations, Conclusions, and Final Discussion – 

contains an additional six chapters. Chapter 6 – Empirical Setting – presents the empirical 

research setting, from which the empirical data have been collected, and empirical 

illustrations. Chapter 7 – Community of Practice – analyzes and illustrates the communi-
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ty of commercial processing at Siemens with respect to the study’s analytic frame and 

how IT constitutes and shapes community of practice. Chapter 8 – Information Technol-

ogy (IT) – analyzes and illustrates the particular information technology and focal 

application at Siemens with respect to the study’s analytic frame, i.e. the theoretical 

framework presented in Chapter 2-4 analyzed in terms of how the focal application 

shapes and contributes to the Community of Commercial Processing. Chapter 9 – IT in 

Action – focuses on how people “appropriate,” i.e. use, relate, constrain, or judge a 

specific structure within a specific context at a specific time, with respect to the study’s 

analytical frame. Chapter 10 – Relations – illustrates relations between the community of 

practice and IT and how they constitute and shape each other through appropriations. 

Chapter 11 – Final Discussion – presents conclusions drawn from the findings presented 

in previous chapters, implications, future research, and last some final closing remarks.  
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CHAPTER 2  
COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE 

 
In this chapter I will introduce and outline the concept of communities of practice and 

adherent premises, forming a theoretical foundation that comes to describe the 

constructs, its nature, and basic assumptions of what is to be the first of four 

components of the upcoming model of the relation between communities of practice 

and information technology. The chapter will lead to a summary of the analytical 

constructs that have been chosen to make up the component of communities of 

practice.4 

2.1 From Knowledge Management to Communities of Practice 
In the late 1980s and along with the growing interest in managing knowledge and 

learning, the concept of Knowledge Management (KM) emerged as a potential key to 

competitive advantage (Davenport & Prusak, 1998). At that time KM was often 

related to IT and so called “expert systems” in which one thought to store people’s 

knowledge and expertise, and later disseminate it to the rest of the organization 

(Kimble & Hildreth, 1999). Much of the KM literature at that time was also caught in 

the more traditional IT/IS perspective that to a large extent was concentrated on the 

capture-codify-store cycle of management and held a common view on knowledge as 

something that was structured, hard, explicit, and which could be extracted from 

people’s mind, stored, and later re-used (Kimble & Hildreth, 2005). Knowledge from 

this perspective was seen as a representation of an underlying objective reality and 

knowledge management was hence concentrated on how to capture this “reality,” 

codify it, and store it in different databases for later re-use and exploitation. At that 

time KM was actually not so much different from Information Management (cf. 

Kimble & Hildreth, 1999).  

                                                
4 For the purposes of this study it is not possible to include all the constructs in Wenger (1998). I have 
chosen to focus on those that serve the purpose of this study. 
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 In the 1990s there emerged an extensive body of literature that highlighted the 

other side of knowledge, i.e. the softer, tacit, and implicit side, which cannot be 

captured, stored, and shared so easily (see e.g. Hansen, 1999; Kogut & Zander, 1996; 

Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; 1991). This posed new problems and questions regarding 

the management of knowledge, but also a possible solution to the frequent downsides 

and previous problems of IT-focused KM endeavors and the management of “hard” 

knowledge brought up in Chapter 1 (Kimble & Hildreth, 1999). There emerged a 

stream of studies that started to explore and recognize different aspects of knowledge, 

i.e. the tacit and the explicit knowledge as a social construction and as an outcome 

and a process (Tsoukas, 2003; 2005). This represents a shift from a representationalist 

approach to a social constructionist approach (Berger & Luckmann, 1966).  

 When the concept of communities of practice emerged in the early 1990s it was 

a short step to the argument that CoPs could be the answer to many of the previous 

problems with IS/IT-driven KM approaches, and a means by which this softer and 

tacit knowledge could be managed. However, when the concept was coined by Lave 

& Wenger (1991), it was not used in relation to KM but rather with the concept of 

Situated Learning, secondly, in the work of Brown & Duguid (1991), and last but not 

least in the seminal work of Etienne Wenger about a claims processing unit (see 

Wenger, 1998). These theories all share a common epistemological view (Cox, 2005). 

Interest in the concept of CoP grew throughout the 1990s, and it has become widely 

popular in different academics fields, both in organization studies as well as in 

information science, and has been tightly coupled to topics such as organizational 

learning, knowledge management, and education (Cox, 2005).  

 The thesis will use the theory of communities of practice as described and set 

out foremost by Wenger (1998; 2000; 2000a; 2002; 2004) as its main theoretical 

foundation. As pointed out in Chapter 1, it takes its departure in particular communi-

ties constituted by engagement in a shared domain of interest and participation in a 

certain practice. It is a theory that aims to bring together theories of social structure 

and theories of situated experience, which from a community of practice perspective 

come together through learning in social practice (Ibid). Consequently, learning and 

the production of knowledge or “knowing” are caught in the middle, constituted by 

social interaction between participants and members in a community around a certain 

practice (Wenger, 1998).  
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2.2 Corporate Communities in the Digital Age: Physical Place or 
Virtual Space 
As argued, different types of information technologies are becoming an ever more 

pervasive part of organizational work life, shifting our attention to the digital and to 

virtual space. But despite the rapid development and pervasiveness of new information 

technologies we cannot escape that we still are social human beings living most of our 

work time in a non-virtual reality, or at least most of us do. As Gurstein (2000, p. ii) 

points out: 

 

Our interests and engagements are consciously being drawn back to our basic 
connections – to our bodies, to our families, and to our communities. […] Thus, 
while the computer and the ‘virtual’ seem to be ever more pervasive, the role of 
the ‘community’ as the crucible in which we can create a shared and meaning-
ful future is, if anything, increasing in importance. And along with this goes the 
need and opportunity to enable those processes with whatever technical or hu-
man means are available.  

 

 Research that studies communities in relation to information technologies 

implies something new at the same time as something old. It is new because it entails 

new forms of emergent information technologies as the Internet and applications like the 

World Wide Web (WWW), intranets, and enterprise resource planning systems (ERP). It 

is old in that communities have existed long before the birth of information technologies 

like the Internet (Tönnies, 2001).  

 If we look at previous research that has studied communities together with 

information technologies, it can be divided into two broad categories. The first category 

includes research that has primarily concentrated on community activities that take place 

solely in the digital and virtual world, and thus on interactions that take place through 

different forms of information technologies. These IT-enabled communities are often 

referred to as “virtual communities” (Rheingold, 1994) or “online communities” (Preece, 

2000). 

 Researchers who study virtual communities focus mainly on the virtual space 

of computer networks as a context for social interaction and community participation 

(Feenberg & Bakardjieva, 2004). One argument that has been raised against this research 

approach is that both institutional and human factors outside the realm of virtual space 

also influence the activities that take place in the virtual community (see e.g. Schlager & 

Fusco, 2004). Therefore we cannot neglect the physical world community that members 
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belong and relate to. Thus, the physical and the virtual are mutually constitutive, forming 

a socio-technological network of interactions (Kling & Courtright, 2004). 

 The second category of research focuses mainly on “physical” communities 

and on how activities that take place in relation to these communities can be interpreted, 

enabled, and constrained through the use of information technologies. In physical 

communities “real” contexts, people, and relationships remain of more significance than 

virtual ones. However, understanding the impact of different information technologies is 

still an element of interest for researchers belonging to this category.  

 These two categories of research can be seen as placed on opposite sides of a 

continuum of research on communities and information technologies. This particular 

research study belongs a little more to the left side of the continuum where physical 

communities and activities remain more significant, but where IT is embedded and 

provides opportunities for communal and personal learning and development, as well as 

for the organizations and corporations they are affiliated to. This study is also delimited 

to a particular type of community, i.e. the community of practice 

2.2 Communities of Practice: A Social Perspective on Learning 
We have seen a renewed emphasis on learning since the beginning of the 1990s, 

especially on learning in organizations (Crossan & Guatto, 1996; Easterby-Smith et al., 

2000). This growing interest has also led to a variety of different perspectives and 

definitions of learning in organizations, which, according to many critics, has produced 

an impenetrable jungle. This is also evident in the variety of ways that learning has been 

conceptualized in the learning literature in the past.  

 A theory that originally took its point of departure in the learning literature is 

the above-mentioned theory of communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 

1998), which focuses on learning as participation in communities and engagement in 

shared practice. The focus is on the way people take action, make sense, and transform 

experiences into knowledge and competences that guides their participation and 

engagement in social practice. From this perspective, learning emerges from engagement, 

indirectly or directly, in everyday situated practice with others and is an inevitable part of 

participating with others in organizational contexts. Thus, learning in organizations and 

related communities is a social, situated, and communal activity (Easterby-Smith et al., 

2000; Elkjaer, 1999, Wenger; 2010). Thus, learning here is not merely an individual and 
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private endeavor. From this perspective, even when alone, the individual is influenced by 

socio-cultural objects, structures, and networks of colleagues in order to create 

knowledge, meaning, and to accomplish work (Riel & Polin, 2004). From a social 

perspective, learning in organizations is actually both individual and communal at the 

same time. Put simply, learning is stuck in the relation between individuals and their 

experiences of what at the moment constitutes the present organization, its past, and its 

future. Hence, learning in organizations is situated in the ongoing practice of organiza-

tional work-life, and is conceptualized as the process of transforming experiences into 

knowledge that guide future action and the selection of new experiences. This knowledge 

is generated through direct lived experience of participation and engagement in the social 

practices of organizations. When individuals transform personal experiences they not 

only produce and reproduce themselves as organizational members, they also produce 

and reproduce the organization, the communities, and the practices that they belong to 

and identify with. Hence, through social practice the organization and its members are 

inseparable, as they constitute each other in the production of both person and organiza-

tion. It implies relations and dualities, and therefore does not neglect the individual or the 

collective level (Berends et al., 2003; Wenger, 1998; 2000; 2004; Wenger et al., 2002). 

Learning thus entails interactions and relations between person, practice, and context. It 

entails a process of transforming the experiences of individuals as well as an organiza-

tional context where experience is negotiated and institutionalized into social structures. 

Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1986) for example suggests that we should expect a 

novice member of a particular community of practice to engage in learning differently 

than a more experienced and competent member. But, it also proposes that the novice 

behaves and learns differently just because of her relation to the collective. The novice is 

a novice only in relation to something, a community or shared practice. From an 

individual perspective, the learning process might seem as a private and individual 

activity or trajectory “in the sense that structures contained within individual minds are 

imposed on streams of individual elapsed experience that are capable of an infinite 

number of individual reconstructions” (Weick, 1979, p. 142). But as we are talking about 

learning in organizations from a social perspective, individuals’ learning trajectories do 

not take place in a vacuum without history or future. In this case, they take their point of 

departure in a particular community of practice with a shared domain of knowledge, 

identity, and history.  
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 In sum, learning is a social process, understood as a reciprocal continuous 

learning trajectory, involving combinations of individuals experience, and social 

structures, which are interpreted, negotiated, realigned, and take meaning in relation to 

the collective. Thus, I adhere to the scholars in the field of organizational learning that 

argue that learning is relational and social, and therefore in some form also a collective 

endeavor. As Jones (1995, p. 65) argues:  

 

Being shaped by an individual’s social context, and that most, if not all, of an 
individual’s learning will therefore be collective of one sort or another […] The 
restriction of organizational learning to individuals and, therefore, does not 
mean that it is not also social.  

 

 Therefore, a theoretical framework for studying communities in organizations 

must make it possible to analyze, understand, and interpret learning as a social process 

situated within a social context, domain, and practice, as in this case a community of 

practice affiliated to a formal business organization and in relation to a particular IT 

application, which together form a socio-technological network of interactions. 

2.2.1 A Theory of Communities of Practice 
A basic assumption of this theory is that a community is a form of social configuration 

similar to Giddens’ concept of social systems (Giddens, 1984) and Strauss’ concept of 

social worlds (Strauss, 1993). These social systems represent recognizable forms of 

collective action and regularities in behavior, which are reproduced through social 

practice (Giddens, 1984; Strauss, 1993). In other words, communities are not social 

structures; they are social systems as social practice reproduced and it is in the  reproduc-

tion of social practice that social structures come to exist.5 

 According to Cassell’s Concise English Dictionary (1995, p. 264) the term 

“community” refers to “a body of individuals having common interests, occupation, 

religion, nationality etc.; common possession, or enjoyment; fellowship; identity of 

nature or character.” According to the most prominent theory of a community of practice 

                                                
5 Thus, social structures (i.e. rules and resources) refer here to “ the structuring properties allowing the 
‘binding’ of time-space in social systems, the properties which make it possible for discernibly similar 
social practices to exist across varying spans of time and space and which lend them ‘systematic’ form’ 
(Giddens, 1984, p. 17). In other words, to be able to go about in social life we need rules, we need to know 
have to behave in certain situations to avoid chaos and to act in a knowledgeable way. For example when 
we drive a car, we know that we should not drive against the traffic or through a red light. This means that 
social actions presume some form of social structure, but at the same time structure presumes social action 
because structure is dependent on the regularities of human behavior. Otherwise how would we know that 
we should not drive through a red traffic light? 
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and as a theoretical construct, a community is defined as: “a way of talking about the 

social configurations in which our enterprises are defined as worth pursuing and our 

participation is recognized as competence” (Wenger, 1998, p. 5). What both of these 

definitions imply, however, is that communities could exist almost everywhere and they 

do. Thus, the concept as such is not limited to the context of formal business organiza-

tions, as in this particular research study.b 

 Based on a study of Barab & Duffy (2000), Barab et al. (2004) outline four 

features that all communities have in common. First, communities have a history 

together. Second, they have a shared domain of knowledge, values, and beliefs (i.e. a 

shared cosmology). Third, there exists a mutual interdependence among community 

members. Fourth, communities have mechanisms for reproduction (i.e. they are 

constantly reproducing themselves through a process of enculturation). In other words 

they are self-organizing social systems (Ibid.).  

 Most often, among both researchers and practitioners, communities are 

represented “as a highly desirable form of social relations, characterized by warmth, 

cooperation, and mutual support” (Kling & Courtright, 2004, p. 98). Thus, it seems to be 

the case that a community has a strong symbolic value that does not necessarily 

characterize what goes on in everyday life of communities (Wenger, 1998). This rather 

positive picture of the community as a concept is especially prominent in today’s 

literature on virtual or electronic communities, threatening to become “a blanket term to 

describe any collection of people who communicate online” (Preece, 2000, p. 17). And a 

collection of people communicating online may be a network or just a forum for 

communication, but it does not necessarily make it a community.6 Thus, a common 

misconception today is that a community is always something good in itself. As any other 

form of social configuration, a community is not good or bad per se. It is not privileged in 

terms of positive or negative outcomes, and it can produce productive as well as 

counterproductive patterns (Wenger, 1998). In other words, communities are the 

wellspring of human development, just as they can become its cages (Ibid.). 

 The community concept has also been criticized as being very elusive and 

fuzzy – referring to almost everything that has something in common with something 

else. But if we associate the concept of community with the concept of social practice, we 

define at least a special type of community – a community of practice.  

                                                
6 All communities are networks, but not all networks are communities, as they can lack a shared identity of 
sort (Wenger, 2004). 
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 A theory of community of practice focuses on learning in social practice 

(Wenger, 1998; Wenger, 2000), where practice is defined as: “a way of talking about the 

shared historical and social resources, frameworks, and perspectives that can sustain 

mutual engagement in action” (Wenger, 1998, p. 5). From this perspective, the concept of 

practice can also be conceptualized as “the coordinated activities of individuals and 

groups […] as it is informed by a particular organizational or group context” (Cook & 

Brown, 1999, p. 387).  

 Practice from this perspective is obviously something more than mere action or 

doing. Practice is action or doing informed by shared meaning from a particular 

collective (Cook & Brown, 1999), and it is “doing in a historical and social context that 

gives structure and meaning to what we do” (Wenger, 1998, p. 47). For example, if a 

group of software developers fix a bug in a Java software program, which they develop 

for one of its customers, then it is practice. Here action becomes a practice as the 

meaning of action comes from the organized context of mutual engagement in action and 

ongoing work in the shared enterprise of software development, Java programming, and 

bug fixing (cf. Cook & Brown, 1999; Wenger, 1998). Practice is thus always a socio-

historical product resulting from previous practice (Gherardi, 2000; Wenger, 1998). As a 

socio-historical product of previous practice, practice produces what Gherardi (2000) 

refers to as historical anchors. These enable participation in organizational activity and 

make it possible for people to actually sustain mutual engagement in action and to engage 

in a shared enterprise; it is this that makes it a practice (Wenger, 1998). Thus, mutual 

engagement in action, i.e. present practice, becomes meaningful only in relation to its 

own history, i.e. previous practice, and vice versa. As suggested by Gherardi (2000), 

practice is both the very medium and the outcome of mutual engagement in action: 

outcomes in the sense that they are produced through practice, and medium in the sense 

that members draw upon existing practice as they participate in present practices. Practice 

thus becomes an activity situated in specific socio-historical contexts rather than merely a 

private endeavor or cognitive activity (Cook & Yanow, 1993). 

 Based on the discussion above, practice is a socially constructed historical 

product; therefore practice is always a social practice. Practice is about doing and action 

with reference to social contexts through which actions gain meaning and structure 

(Wenger, 1998). For instance, imagine again the Java programming example. One of the 

software developers is sitting by himself in a hotel room creating a PowerPoint presenta-

tion for a meeting with a client. This act of producing a presentation seems to be mainly a 
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private endeavor, but if you think about all the factors influencing this act, e.g. company 

policies, formal rules for negotiating with clients, job descriptions, customer relation-

ships, and past experiences, it becomes an act of relating the present and future to 

previous practice and the historical and social context in which the act of producing the 

PowerPoint is situated. Hence, as practice always mediates action, and since practice is 

socially constituted, it follows that the action that it takes to produce the PowerPoint is a 

social act even though it is performed individually (Gherardi & Nicolini, 2000). 

 In sum, learning occurs in practice and different communities offer different 

meanings, which in turn are connected to particular practices in which people participate 

and are engaged. From a community of practice perspective, then, it is through learning 

that community and practice come together, forming a coherent entity and a theoretical 

construct that we here come to refer to as communities of practice. To cite Etienne 

Wenger (1998, p. 45): 

 

Being alive as human beings means that we are constantly engaged in the pur-
suit of enterprises of all kinds, from ensuring our physical survival to seeking 
the most lofty pleasures. As we define these enterprises and engage in their pur-
suit together, we interact with each other and with the world and we tune our 
relations with each other and with the world accordingly. In other words, we 
learn […] Over time, this collective learning results in practices that reflect the 
pursuit of our enterprises and the attendant social relations. These practices are 
thus the property of a kind of a community created over time by sustained pur-
suit of a shared enterprise. It makes sense, therefore, to call these kinds of 
communities – communities of practice.  
 

2.2.2 The Basic Elements of Communities of Practice 
A theory of communities of practice is a social theory of learning that takes its point of 

departure in particular communities constituted by engagement in a shared domain of 

interest and participation in a certain practices. It is a theory that aims to bring together 

theories of social structure and theories of situated experience, which from a community 

of practice perspective come together through learning in social practice. Consequently, 

learning is caught in the middle, constituted by social interaction between participants 

and members in a community around a certain practice; through learning, community and 

practice constitute each other into a unit of analysis and a community of practice 

(Wenger, 1998). 

 Communities of practice can be found almost everywhere in our society and 

come in a variety of shapes, but according to communities of practice theory, they all 
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share three basic elements: a shared domain of interest, a community of people, and a 

shared practice. Wenger (2001, pp. 2-3) describes them as follows: 

 

The domain: A community of practice is not merely a club of friends or a net-
work of connections between people. It has an identity defined by a shared do-
main of interest. Membership therefore implies a commitment to the domain, 
and therefore a shared competence that distinguishes members from other peo-
ple. They value their collective competence and learn from each other, even 
though few people outside the group may value or even recognize their exper-
tise. 
 
The community: In pursuing their interest in their domain, members engage in 
joint activities and discussions, help each other, and share information. They 
build relationships that enable them to learn from each other. A website in itself 
is not a community of practice. Having the same job or the same title does not 
make for a community of practice unless members interact and learn together. 
But members of a community of practice do not necessarily work together on a 
daily basis.  
 
The practice: A community of practice is not merely a community of interest 
people who like certain kinds of movies, for instance. Members of a community 
of practice are practitioners. They develop a shared repertoire of resources: 
experiences, stories, tools, and ways of addressing recurring problems in short 
a shared practice. 

 

 These three elements constitute a community of practice. Wenger (1998) also 

describes three dimensions by which the domain, practice, and community form a 

coherent unit and a community of practice: mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and 

shared repertoire. Based on Wenger (1998; 2000a) they can be described as follows. 

Relations of mutual engagement are what bind members together into a unit we come to 

refer to as a community. Membership in a community and participation in practice are a 

matter of relations of mutual engagement, organized around a certain practice, and the 

negotiating of what it means to its members. Mutual engagement in shared practice does 

not necessarily entail that relationships are in harmony. It is true that mutual engagement 

produces relations between members, but it does not require homogeneous members in 

harmony. In a community of practice, each member develops a unique personal identity. 

Some are doers, some are not; some are stressed, some are cool; some are talkative, some 

are not, etcetera. Through mutual engagement in practice over time identities become 

transformed, differentiated, and articulated with one another, but they do not merge into a 

homogeneous pool of “cognitive robots” or “dummies.” However, through mutual 

engagement and negotiating practice members produce a shared identity of being a 
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practitioner in – and belonging to – a particular community around a certain practice, i.e. 

they create a sense of community and togetherness (Kahan, 2004). At the same time as 

mutual engagement creates a shared identity, it creates a deepened unique and personal 

identity. Therefore, mutual engagement produces differences as well as similarities. 

Mutual engagement in practice, as the source of coherence of a community, is as much a 

matter of diversity and conflict, as homogeneity and harmony. In sum (Wenger, 2000, p. 

229): 

 

Members build their community through mutual engagement. They interact with 
one another, establishing norms and relationships of mutuality that reflects the-
se interactions. To be competent is to be able to engage with the community and 
be trusted as a partner in these interactions. 

 

 Secondly, the domain of knowledge is what members care for and value as they 

participate in the community’s practice. It is what gives members a sense of being part of 

a joint enterprise. The latter does not mean that members of the community have to 

believe in or agree with everything that goes on in the community. Further, a joint 

enterprise does not necessarily imply that they share the same working conditions, the 

same problems, or create similar responses (although they often do). A joint enterprise is 

more about the interconnectedness of their responses and their working conditions, i.e. 

whether they are similar or dissimilar. It is a joint enterprise in the sense that it is a 

negotiated enterprise. Further, a community of practice is always positioned within a 

broader system, e.g. an organization or corporation. It is nonetheless the members that 

produce a practice to deal with what they understand to be their enterprise, and it is the 

members that negotiate the enterprise; it is this that makes it a joint enterprise. This also 

means that the enterprise is never fully determined by external forces as the practice of 

the community is always mediated by the community’s reproduction of its own practice. 

Even when the practice is to a large extent influenced by institutional conditions outside 

the control of its members, it is still the members of the community that produce their 

practice and negotiate their joint enterprise. 

 Third, a shared repertoire is what the community creates through the process 

of mutual engagement and negotiating its enterprise. In short, a shared repertoire is what 

practice produces over time. A shared repertoire includes resources such as routines, 

rules, tools, stories, myths, and symbols. It is a resource because, on the one hand, it 

reflects past practice and thus creates a shared point of reference, but, on the other hand, 
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it does not impose meaning and is therefore ambiguous and open for negotiation and 

variety in practice. Therefore, the shared repertoire is practice reproduced and it reflects 

relations of mutual engagement and a joint enterprise. A shared repertoire is then a 

community of practice’s set of shared resources by which members experience, interpret, 

negotiate, and produce meaning. 

 Accordingly, communities of practice embrace a shared domain of interest, a 

shared practice, and a community of people or, in other words, members. The domain 

reflects what the community of practice is about, its identity, and membership. To be a 

member therefore implies a commitment, interest, and care for the domain. This 

commitment and interest is also what distinguishes members from others. The domain of 

interest implies a shared competence and knowing what members care about and value. 

The domain is also part of a member’s shared identity as a practitioner within the 

community, but also part of their personal identity as a means to express what their work 

life is about. Second, members of a community engage in joint activities, discussions, and 

shared information as they participate in a joint enterprise and interest in the domain. 

They build relationships that enable them to learn from each other. Over time these 

activities, interactions, and relations build up to a sense of community. Thus, it is through 

relations of mutual engagement and negotiating shared practice that participants produce 

a shared identity and sense of being a practitioner and a member of a certain community. 

Practice is about engagement and action with reference to social contexts through which 

experiences gain meaning. Members of a community around a certain practice are 

practitioners who produce and reproduce its practice by sharing and developing the 

community’s domain of knowledge. A practice is all the activities that members have 

produced as practitioners of the community pursing a joint enterprise. 

 In his book from 1998, Wenger also proposed indicators of community of 

practice, for example, rapid flow of information and propagation of innovation, absence 

of introductory preambles, as if conversations and interactions were merely the continua-

tion of an ongoing process, a very quick setup of problems to be discussed, knowing what 

others know, substantial overlap in participants’ descriptions of who belongs to the 

community of practice, shared stories, inside jokes, shared specific tools, representations, 

and other artifacts, etcetera (Wenger, 1998). 
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2.2.3 The Nature of Communities of Practice 
Like other social systems communities of practice change over time.7 According to 

Wenger, (1998a) communities of practice go through five stages of change. These are 

potential, coalescing, active, dispersed, and memorable, and in general include activities 

such as finding each other, discovering commonalities, exploring connectedness, defining 

joint enterprise, negotiating community, engaging in joint enterprise, creating artifacts, 

adapting to changing circumstances, renewing interest, staying in touch, communicating, 

holding reunions, calling for advice, telling stories, preserving artifacts, and collecting 

memorabilia. 

 Communities of practice also involve different levels of participation and 

membership. Categories of participation are as follows: (a) core group, (b) full member-

ship, (c) peripheral membership, (d) transactional membership, and (e) passive access 

(Wenger, 2000a). In the same way as a community changes over time so does participa-

tion and membership. Members move in and out of different categories, as the transform-

ative potential goes both ways (Wenger, 1998). According to Wenger (2000a) people can 

move from the edge of the community, where participation is limited to passive access to 

artifacts produced by the community, to peripheral participation including membership in 

the community. From there they can move to full membership, being part of defining the 

community, to the core, where members’ engagement and energy feeds and directs the 

community’s development and life cycle. But, members can also leave the community or 

they can for example move from the core to the edge of the community as well. Note also 

that in larger organizations people usually have multiple memberships and participates in 

several different communities of practice (cf. Wenger, 1998). And to some they are only 

given passive access, while to some they are members and part of the core. This also 

gives raise to multiple work identities and competences (Ibid.). 

 Further, communities of practice exist everywhere and are as such not confined 

to formal business organizations.8 However, communities of practice can be found in any 

business organization and can be situated within businesses, across business units, across 

institutional boundaries, and across multiple organizations (Wenger, 1998a; 1999; 

Wenger et al., 2002). They also have a variety of relations to the formal and official 

                                                
7 There is a debate among sociologist on how social change is to be perceived: for example, as social de-
velopment, as social cycle, as social progress, or as constant motion (Sztompka, 1993). In this study the 
community life cycle is perceived as a dynamic social field in constant motion, and as a “soft field of 
relationships” (Ibid., p. 10).  
8 For the purpose of this study I will focus on those communities that are situated within formal business 
organizations. I also focus on the social practice of “work practice” (Brown & Duguid, 1991, p.44) that 
takes place within business organizations. 
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organization they are connected or affiliated to. These are (1) unrecognized, (2) 

bootlegged, (3) legitimized, (4) supported, and (5) institutionalized. The unrecognized 

relation is often invisible to the organization and does not involve everyone who might 

participate. The bootlegged is only visible to some, and gaining legitimacy is a challenge. 

The legitimized, on the other hand, is sanctioned as a valuable entity by the organization, 

and the rapid growth can become a problem. The supported relation is provided with 

direct resources from the organization. A challenge here is accountability for use of time, 

resources, and effort. The institutionalized, finally, is given an official status and function 

in the organization. Typical challenges are over-management and living beyond a 

member’s usefulness. Hence, a community of practice may have members that work for 

different organizations, in which some may not be aware of the fact that their own 

employees belong to a certain community of practice. However, it may also be the case 

that some of these organizations actually sanction the community as a competitive force. 

Furthermore, it happens that an organization has many communities of practice within 

their own organization, some that the organization provides with direct resources and 

some that the organization does not even know about. However, in this particular study 

and in the context of formal organizations, a community of practice always establishes 

relations to the formal and official organizations that the community’s members officially 

work for.  

 At the same time as members of an organization can belong to different 

communities of practice, they also belong to other organizational configurations or forms. 

Communities of practice are different compared to other kinds of configurations found in 

organizations, e.g. a team, business unit, or a network of colleagues or practitioners. 

Wenger (1998a, p. 4) writes: 

 

A community of practice is different from a business or functional unit in that it 
defines itself in the doing, as members develop among themselves their own 
understanding of what their practice is about. A community of practice is differ-
ent from a team in that the shared learning and interest of its members are what 
keep it together. It is defined by knowledge rather than by task, and exists be-
cause participation has value to its members […] It does not appear the minute 
a project is started and does not disappear with the end of a task. It takes a 
while to come into being and may live long after a project is completed or an 
official team has disbanded. A community of practice is different from a net-
work in the sense that it is “about” something; it is not just a set of relation-
ships. It has an identity as a community, and thus shapes the identities of its 
members. 
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 Consequently, communities of practice refer to a very specific kind of 

organizational form in contrast to other kind of social configurations found in organiza-

tions, for example a business unit or a project team. In relation to the organizational 

configurations communities of practice differ in relation to purpose, belonging, and what 

keeps the community together. According to Wenger (2002) the main purpose of a 

community of practice is to create, expand, exchange knowledge, and develop individual 

capabilities in relation to formal departments, for example, where the purpose is mainly 

to deliver a product or service. In terms of belonging, a community of practice is based 

on self-selection due to expertise or passion for a topic, whereas operational teams, for 

example, are based on membership assigned by management. What holds the community 

together is passion, commitment, and identification with the group and its expertise, 

whereas a project team, for example, is held together by the project’s goal and mile-

stones. 

 But communities of practice are not regarded as isolated units separated from 

other organizational forms. Members of an organization often belong to several 

communities of practice, networks, projects, and teams, that is, activities that are closely 

interconnected in a larger social system (Brown & Duguid, 2000). This gives rise to the 

notion of boundaries between a community of practice and the environment, that is to say 

other organizational forms, and also other communities of practice. Wenger (1998) 

argues that what goes on at the boundaries of communities and in the connections 

between communities of practices and other organizational configurations are as 

important as what goes on within a community of practice. According to Wenger (2000), 

boundaries give rise to learning opportunities for at least two reasons. First they connect 

communities and other organizational configurations, and secondly they provide learning 

opportunities in their own right. These learning opportunities differ from the ones inside 

communities of practice. Instead of experience and competence converging, as inside the 

community, at the boundaries they tend to diverge, as boundary interactions are usually 

about experiencing unfamiliar competences, knowledge, or information.9 This offers an 

opportunity to explore the edge of one’s personal knowledge, creates variety in past 

experience, and to learn something new. However, if the knowledge and competences 

one experiences are too distant or maybe too close, not much learning will take place 

(Wenger, 1998). 

                                                
9 Learning inside is a prerequisite for a community of practice to exist. Communities of practice are con-
ceived as histories of learning (Wenger, 1998a; 2000). 
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 Following a theory of communities of practice (Wenger, 1998; 1998a; 2000), 

we may introduce three concepts that help us understand the interplay that takes place at 

the boundaries and between a particular community of practice and other communities or 

organizational forms. The first concept is brokering, i.e. people who act as brokers 

between e.g. communities of practice. The second concept is boundary objects, i.e. 

things, tools, terms, representations that serve as bridges between communities. The third 

is boundary interactions, which are a variety of forms of interactions between members 

of a community and outsiders. 

 Wenger (2000) describes these three concepts as follows. The first concept, 

brokering, is about the people that act as brokers between the inside and the outside and 

who thus engage in what is referred to as import-export activities. Brokering can take 

various forms, e.g. boundary spanners who focuses on one particular boundary; roamers 

who wanders from place to place, always on the move; outposts who are on the outlook 

for new experiences, knowledge, and competences; and lastly pairs, which are those 

relationships that exist between a community member and an outsider. The second 

concept (boundary objects) is about the objects that enable connections to take place 

between a particular community of practice and the environment. Like brokering, 

boundary objects can take different forms, such as artifacts (e.g. IT-systems, tools, 

documents, models); discourses (e.g. common languages); and shared business processes. 

The third concept (boundary interactions) is about the forms of interactions that take 

place among community members and others. These are boundary encounters such as 

visits, discussions, seminars; they are boundary practices, where boundary work becomes 

a practice of its own, and peripheries, which are facilitated by which outsider come in 

contact with the practice of the community.  

 Accordingly, boundaries and connections are sources of learning opportunities, 

but they also provide potential difficulties. For instance, if members have too much new 

experience and fail to align new experiences with what they already know, they will have 

a hard time creating any reliability in their experiences. Eventually they find themselves 

trapped in a failure trap. On the other hand, if they never experience new competences 

and knowledge, or what they experience is too uniform, the community will be too 

comfortable and will lose it dynamics. Eventually they will get trapped in their own 

world of competence and domain of knowledge. Members become wise in their own 

home and “skillfully incompetent” (Argyris, 1993, p. 53). Consequently, much of a 

CoP’s learning potential then lies in the ability to balance a strong core practice with 
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active boundary processes (Wenger, 2000), i.e. the ability to exploit existing competences 

and what they already know at the same time as they explore new territories and the 

unknown.  

2.2.4 Learning in Communities of Practice 
The theory of communities of practice is a social perspective on learning, based on the 

assumption that participation and engagement in social practice is the essential process by 

which we learn how to become a member of a community and be a competent practition-

er. The primary unit of analysis is the informal communities of practice that members 

form as they participate in joint enterprises creates relations of mutual engagement, and 

they share resources over time (Wenger, 1998). From an individual perspective, members 

take action, interpret, negotiate, and transform their experiences that guide present and 

future participation and engagement in communities around a certain practice. But 

individuals become members and competent practitioners within a community of 

practice. They develop their identities and competences in relation to the community and 

through processes of mutual engagement, joint enterprise, and shared repertoire. From 

this perspective, learning refers to “a more encompassing process of being active 

participants in the practices of social communities and constructing identities in relation 

to these communities” (Wenger, 1998, p. 4, italics in original). Learning is a process of 

transforming and negotiating experiences into a “condition of knowing” in practice that 

guides and changes participation and future engagement in a community of practice. It is 

about “knowing” and changing one’s understanding of a certain practice. It is about 

becoming and being a competent practitioner, and it is about belonging to a certain 

community of practice and creating a sense of togetherness and shared identity. 

Therefore, a theory of communities of practice is a theoretical framework that does not 

neglect the individual or the collective level. However, some critics disagree, e.g. Billet 

(2007). Enabling members to participate in the context of a community involves changes 

of that context as much as changes in the members involved. They are mutually 

constitutive as members define themselves and their identities in relation to each other 

and the community of practice they belong to. According to a theory of communities of 

practice (Wenger, 1998; 2004), we all experience knowing in our own ways, but this 

experience is always in interplay with the communities, practices, and shared domain of 

knowledge that we belong and relate to (Wenger, 2000, p. 227): 
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Learning so defined is an interplay between social competence [knowing-in-
practice] and personal experience. It is a dynamic, two-way relationship be-
tween people and the social learning systems in which they participate. It com-
bines personal transformation with the evolution of social structures. 

 

 As a social process, learning refers both to the transformation of individuals as 

well as the community, its practice, and domain of knowledge. It is conceptualized as a 

process of social reconfiguration and is intended as a bridge between the person-in-

practice and of communities-of-practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991).  

 I have described a social perspective on learning and a theory of communities 

of practice. A fundamental principle in this framework is that learning is also experien-

tial, which means that individuals learn through concrete lived experience and by relating 

to past experiences in the form socially defined knowledge. Hence, learning from 

experience implies a logic of appropriateness. And, a central concern in the organization-

al learning literature is that learning from experience is not universally positive and has it 

limits and traps (see e.g. Huber, 1991; Levinthal & March, 1993; March, 1991). The 

previous discussion suggests that communities of practice need to learn in two comple-

mentary, but yet different ways. These learning processes are also subject to some 

important limitations and difficulties (Levinthal & March, 1993; Wenger, 1998).  

 Communities of practice may find themselves “trapped in one or more of 

several dynamics of learning that self-destructively lead to excessive exploration or 

excessive exploitation” (Levinthal & March, 1993, p. 105). When exploration drives out 

exploitation, e.g. when new ideas and concepts fail and are replaced with new ones that 

also fail and so forth, communities become trapped in what we call a failure trap 

(Levinthal & March, 1993). When exploitation drives out exploration, e.g. when 

communities develop greater and greater competences at a particular activity to such 

extent that this blinds them to major redirections, communities become trapped in a 

competency trap (Ibid.). Hence, not only do communities need to create both reliability 

and variety in experiences, they also need to avoid becoming trapped in self-destructive 

cycles of learning. In other words, learning may become an inefficient process of self-

reinforcement where action or attribute maintains itself until it becomes extreme and 

therefore dysfunctional (Weick & Westley, 1996).  

  



 49 

As Kolb (1984, p. 28) expresses it: 

 

To focus so sharply on continuity and certainty that one is blinded to the shad-
ow penumbra of doubt and uncertainty is to risk dogmatism and rigidity; the 
inability to learn from new experiences. Or conversely, to have continuity con-
tinuously shaken by vicissitudes [variation] of new experience is to be left para-
lyzed by insecurity, incapable of effective action. 

 

 Further, and in line with these arguments, Wenger (1998) proposed that the 

learning potential lies in the tension between the socially defined competence of 

communities and our own concrete personal experience. We may argue that “productive” 

learning requires the ability to balance the realignment of socially defined knowledge and 

personal experience, and vice versa. Hence, we need to create both reliability and variety 

in our experiences to avoid the possibility of incompetence and “dysfunctional” learning. 

The argument is that learning by its very nature is a tension and conflict-filled process 

(Kolb, 1984; Wenger, 1998). The ability to explore and learn new ways and at the same 

time to exploit what one has already learned is achieved through confrontation between 

two modes of learning. On the one hand, learners must be able to realign socially defined 

knowledge to personal experience. On the other hand, they need to realign personal 

experience to socially defined knowledge. Learning requires two abilities that are polar 

opposites, but mutually constitutive. From a community of practice perspective the 

concern is not about competence and knowledge in itself, but what one is required to 

know is how to be able to participate in a community of practice as a productive member 

and to act as a competent practitioner. To be competent is then defined as the ability to 

know the rules required in order to be regarded as a knowledgeable member and 

competent practitioner within a particular community of practice. From a community of 

practice perspective, “productive” learning may then be defined as the realignment of 

socially defined knowledge and personal experience, whichever leads to the other 

(Wenger, 2000). If not, learning is constrained and may become dysfunctional in the long 

run. A characteristic of communities of practice is that personal experience and socially 

defined competence interact closely, and the tension of that close interaction is produc-

tive of development of competences. Hence, communities of practice are not universally 

positive.  
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2.2.5 Critiques of Communities of Practice 
Communities of practice can be considered one of the most influential concepts to 

have emerged within the social science of learning since the last two decades. Etienne 

Wenger’s book from 1998, Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and 

Identity, together with the associated concept of situated learning presented in the his 

earlier book together with Jean Lave, Situated Learning: Legitimate Peripheral 

Participation (1991), has opened up many new ways of theorizing and areas of 

empirical research. Both these books arose from the growing critiques of the classical 

learning theory of behaviorism and cognitivism conceived as primarily an individual 

process of the acquisition of a formal body or object of knowledge from a teacher or 

expert. Instead learning was conceptualized as primarily a social endeavor involving 

participation and mutual engagement in different communities of practice (Wenger, 

1998).  

 It is quite clear that the concept of communities of practice have had an 

immense impact in a vast variety of different fields of academic research, such as 

management, organization, and information systems etcetera. In line with this, we can 

notice a growing critique towards Lave & Wenger’s (1991) and Wenger’s (1998) 

theory and concept of communities of practice from a scientific standpoint.  

 For example, (Edwards, 2005; Fuller, 2007; Hodkinson & Hodkinson, 2004) 

criticize the central idea of participation as learning and the notion that it should have 

universal applicability. Their argument is that learning should be seen as involving 

acquisition and participation as well as product and process. Thus, learning should 

also take into consideration the individual cognitive process. Billet (2007) argues that 

this overlooks the important particular attributes that individuals bring to cognitive 

processes. Further, Fuller (2007) also recognizes a weakness in the notion of 

participation as a single form or learning trajectory, i.e. from newcomer to old-timer, 

and although Wenger (1998) recognizes this weakness and by including five different 

trajectories of participation, the criticism persists. Österlund (1996) has also 

recognized a weakness in the notion of participation in that it places too much focus 

on the community in itself and the activities that takes place inside the boundaries of 

the community of practice. Participation therefore does not recognize the importance 

of the learning that takes place through participation in multiple places and spaces.   

 Criticism has also been raised regarding the inconsistency between the 

empirical and rational analytical components of the CoP model, and how practitioners 
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and the management consultancy movement have capitalized on this problem. For 

example, Hughes (2007) questions whether the theory can be generalized from the 

actual cases examined and if there is congruence between their espoused theory and 

theory-in-use and understanding learning as it actually is and how it ought to be. A 

problem with this is that a theory of CoP that is translated to learning as it ought to be 

and for productive means risk being lost in translation by practitioners and consultants 

and losing it analytical purpose.  

 Engeström (2007, pp. 42-43) points out the following limits of communities of 

practice: 

 

1. Neither Lave and Wenger (1991) nor Wenger (1998) situate their communities of 

practice in the history of real societies and patterns of organizing work. 

2. A community of practice is a fairly well bounded local entity that has clear 

boundaries and membership criteria. 

3. A community of practice has a single center of supreme skill and authority, 

typically embodied in the master. 

4. A community of practice is characterized mainly by centripetal movement from the 

periphery toward the center, from novice to master, from marginal to fully legitimate 

participation; opposite centrifugal movement may occur, but is not foundational.  

 

 Billet (2007) goes on to criticize community of practice theory for missing out 

to engage the individual and personal within social practice. Focusing too much on 

community of practice as unit of analysis deemphasizes the role of social agency in 

the concept of learning, which he believes is unfortunate and uninformed. In sum, the 

main argument is that community of practice theory does not include and take into 

account the role of social agency and situated cognition as justified.  

 Other areas identified by critics and commentators (see, for example, Barton & 

Tusting, 2005; Brannan, 2007; Beck, 2007; Contu & Willmott, 2003; Fox, 2000; 

James, 2007; Jewson, 2007; Rainbird et al., 2004; Swan et al., 2002), where 

communities of practice fail to provide sufficient explanation or analysis are listed 

below: 

 

1. Processes of disagreement, conflict, exclusion, discrimination, oppression, and 

struggle, other than between newcomers and old-timers.  



 52 

2. Innovation of existing practices. 

3. The full range of partition, membership, and learning trajectories. 

4. Power, sexuality, and gender both within and between communities of practice. 

5. The ambiguity and vagueness of the social and spatial boundaries of communities 

of practice, and its definition.  

6. Broader societal, historical, and cultural contexts.  

 

 All of the above critiques summarize the most common criticism raised towards 

the concept of communities of practice, at the risk of oversimplifying. In response and 

from my own view, the most common critique, and maybe the most obvious one, is 

the absence of the concept of power in communities of practice theory (especially 

Wenger’s later works). It is hard not to agree with the criticisms that the Wenger’s 

communities of practice put very little explicit focus on power. But does it mean that 

is a “powerless” concept? As a theory and concept, CoP is often depicted in positive 

terms representing harmony and homogeneity. But, this was and still is not Wenger’s 

intention, I would argue. Power-related issues such as disagreement, conflict, and hate 

may be attributed to communities of practice as likely as agreement, consensus, and 

love. In CoP, analysis of power is simply not in the forefront; learning is. But, power 

is still inherent in a social perspective on learning. Some examples, also noted by 

Wenger (2010), where communities of practice incorporate issues of power are for 

example in the concept of competent practitioner. Every move in the ecology of 

learning activities can be said to be a claim to competence and a question of power. 

For example, who gets to participate, who qualifies as member, what behavior is 

considered legitimate, competent, and might change the criteria for competence. All 

are power issues. In Wenger’s (2010, pp. 188-89) own words: 

 

From this perspective, a community of practice can be viewed as an un-
stable equilibrium among a set of experiences, each with a more or less 
effective claim to the competence that defines the community. Learning 
and power imply each other. In particular it is nothing that says that com-
munities of practice are egalitarian at least not in any simple way, or har-
monious. Conflict can be a central part of the practice. The very existence 
of a community means that there is a competence for learners to lay claim 
to, something common to struggle over, meanings to define and thus ap-
propriate. In the language of the theory, a community of practice creates 
an economy of meanings. 
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This implies that power is a characteristic of learning and thus of communities of 

practice. Learning and power are intertwined, but learning takes place in response to 

power, not as an outcome of it. The same line of argument can be found in the relation 

between identity and power, where modulation of identification locates relations of 

power in production of identity (Wenger, 2010). However, power is still a characteris-

tic that Wenger has not yet dealt with explicitly, as he has done with learning, 

identity, and meaning (see Wenger, 1998).  

 In Wenger (2010), Wenger himself responds to some of this criticism, 

especially the critique that the concept does not deal with power, is anachronistic, has 

gone from an analytical concept to an instrumental one, and also puts too much 

emphasis on the community aspect despite the growing interest in networks as a locus 

of learning. That communities of practice are introduced in an ahistorical manner is in 

some way true, but CoP is more than a mere “reflection of specific moments in the 

organizations of work” (Wenger, 2010, p. 191). They are shared histories of learning 

in social practice, which will manifest differently as social contexts change. In 

respond to the criticisms that CoP puts too much focus on the community aspect, 

when communities as a concept are fading away as the Internet makes our world flat 

and for example networks are seen as a more adequate account of learning in a global 

world, one needs to go back to what community is all about. Communities emphasize 

a shared identity and identification, and networks emphasize connections and 

connectivity. As suggested in Wenger (2010), if we are studying communities of 

practice, it is more productive to view communities and networks as two types of 

structuring process combined in the same social structures. But although communities 

involve connections, there is also identification with a certain domain and a mutual 

engagement in a shared practice that creates a shared identity, which is not always 

present in networks. This is an essential aspect of a community of practice and should 

not be lost because, for example, IT and the Internet are making learning needs and 

connections more fluid and the “world as networks.” Along these lines is also a 

growing criticism that there is also too much focus on community instead of practice. 

When studying communities of practice from a perspective grounded in Wenger 

(1998), I would argue that his theory does not direct or demand any “weight” in terms 

of focus on network, community, or practice. Studying communities of practice from 

this perspective does not hinder one from focusing on networking or networks 

embedded in a community of practice or focusing on the practice that members of the 
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community engage in to get their job done. Thus, there is always an aspect of choice, 

emphasis, and delimitation, especially in interpretative research.  

 If we look at the response that Wenger (2010) gives to the criticism that 

communities of practice has gone from an analytical to an instrumental concept, a 

prescribed process, and will become diluted and heterogeneous, we can notice that he 

is very sensitive to this particular criticism. The main reason for this is that most 

critics seem to assume that Wenger himself has a key role in this movement due to the 

fact that he lives in both worlds (see Wenger et al., 2002). It is true that many have 

used Wenger’s concept of communities of practice without much care and knowledge 

about what his proposed theory of communities of practice (Wenger, 1998) is really 

about, and its underlying principles. It is also true that most organizations adopt this 

concept to become more effective in what they do, not to be true to the origin of a 

theory. It is my own belief that Wenger himself always have seen communities of 

practice as “one way” of looking at the learning capabilities of social systems, maybe 

because it is the simplest form of social learning system. By now he has left the 

“communities of practice concept” to its own devices. As Wenger (2010, p. 193) puts 

it:  

The progress has probably gone too far for people like me to have much 
effect. But for myself, I find the combination of analytical and instrumental 
perspectives particularly productive. It is a tension, no doubt, but one that 
pushes both perspectives. Emerging from this tension, I see the beginning 
of a new discipline focused on the learning capability of social system. 
 

2.3 Conclusion 
The approach taken so far has been to describe the essential aspects communities of 

practice and learning. In a nutshell, learning is considered as a social process that takes 

place through participation and engagement in communities of practice. From this 

perspective, learning is what produces competent practitioners and a community of 

practice. Communities of practice are thus shared histories of learning (Wenger, 1998). I 

have also presented the nature and basic elements of communities of practice, which, 

together with previous sections of Chapter 2, outlined the constructs and characteristics 

that I will use to form the first component of the model of CoP and IT. 

 The conclusions are that communities of practice all share three basic elements: 

a shared domain of interest, a community of people, and a shared practice. I will use 
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these three elements as primary constructs of the CoP component (see Table 2.1). 

Wenger (1998) also described three characteristics of these three elements: joint 

enterprise, mutual engagement, and shared repertoire, respectively. They are also 

characterized in order by domain of knowledge, boundaries and ecology of learning 

activities (see again Table 2.1). Further, when we look at the nature of communities of 

practice, the conclusion is that they go through five stages of change, defined as the 

community life cycle, and the five stages are potential, coalescing, active, dispersed, and 

memorable. I will use the community life cycle as the fourth primary construct, and the 

five stages will represent characteristics of this construct. Communities of practice also 

involve participation, which can be characterized in terms of different levels of engage-

ment that will define five types of membership, i.e. core group, full membership, 

peripheral membership, transactional membership, and passive access. I will use 

participation as the fifth primary construct and level of engagement and membership as 

characteristics of participation (see Table 2.1). Last we have learning, which is the sixth 

primary construct. Learning is also considered here as two-dimensional. The first is the 

exploitation dimension, which includes the realignment of socially defined knowledge to 

personal experience. The other dimension is exploration, which includes the realignment 

of personal concrete experience to socially defined knowledge. This also means that 

learning also takes place within, outside, and across the community. Learning in essence 

also comes to represent the last of the six primary constructs chosen for the communities 

of practice component, where exploitation, exploration, and competent practitioner come 

to represent its characteristics (see again Table 2.1).  

 In sum, for the first component of the CoPIT model, I have initially chosen six 

primary constructs, i.e., domain, community, practice, community life cycle, participa-

tion, and learning. Secondly, I have chosen sixteen variables that are all characteristics of 

the six primary constructs and are linked to each other as depicted in Table 2.1. The 

sixteen characteristics are as follows: joint enterprises and domain of knowledge 

(Domain), mutual engagement and boundaries (Community), shared repertoire and 

ecology of learning activities (Practice), potential, coalescing, active, dispersed, and 

memorable (Community Life Cycle), level of engagement and membership (Participa-

tion), exploitation, exploration, and competent practitioner (Learning). 
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Construct Characteristic 
 
 
Domain  Joint enterprise 
 Domain of knowledge 
 
Community Mutual engagement. 
 Boundaries 
 
Practice  Shared repertoire 
 Ecology of learning activities 
  
      
Community Life Cycle Potential, Coalescing, Active,  
 Dispersed, Memorable   
   
  
Participation Level of engagement 
 Membership 
  
   
 
Learning  Exploitation 
 Exploration 
 Competent practitioner   
  
 

Table 2.1 The Communities of Practice (CoP) Component 
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CHAPTER 3  
INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY 

 
In this chapter I will introduce and outline the basic foundation of the second component 

in the upcoming model, which is information technology (IT). I will present the 

prominent theoretical perspective that forms its foundation and how IT is scaled here into 

certain constructs and adherent characteristics. Further, I will also describe the third and 

fourth part of the model, i.e. first IT in action or “appropriations” of IT structures, and 

secondly key relations from a structurational perspective. The chapter is then concluded 

by a summary of the analytical operational variables chosen, in which IT, appropriations, 

and relations are broken down into the four components forming the proposed model of 

CoP and IT (from here on referred to as the CoPIT model).  

3.1 Basic Assumptions about Information Technology (IT) and the 
Relationship to Organization 
In previous research studies that have focused upon the relationship between different 

types of information technologies and different organizations, organizational forms, or 

organizational change, IT has been conceptualized in various ways. The discussion about 

what different roles IT plays in organizations, such as an independent or a dependent 

variable, or as a number of different roles in an emergent process of change, has been 

going on for a very long time. According to Orlikowski & Iacono (2001) IT can be 

clustered in five meta-categories: the tool view, the proxy view, the ensemble view, the 

computational view, and the nominal view (See further DeSanctis & Poole, 1994; Markus 

& Robey, 1988; Orlikowski, 1992; Orlikowski & Iacono, 2001).10 

 Orlikowski & Iacono (2001, p. 123) describe the tool view as: “A computation-

al resource (that) is best conceptualized as a particular piece of equipment, application, or 

                                                
10 During the 1980s Kling & Scacchi (1982) and Markus and Robey (1988) presented a number of ways 
that IT could be theorized. The main question underlying the review of Orlikowski & Iacono (2001) was 
what had happened since then. To explore this question they examined every article that had been pub-
lished in Information System Research (ISR) during the period 1990-1999, ending up with 188 articles 
from which they identified 14 specific conceptualizations of IT, which they in turn clustered in five meta-
categories.  
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technique which provides specifiable information processing capabilities.” In focus are 

here the organizational effects, for example increased productivity or information-

processing capabilities, of IT. Little or no attention is paid to the focal IT-artifact, thus IT 

is seen independently of organizational context in which it is developed, implemented, 

and applied. The tool view sees IT as something engineered and deterministic. 

 Studies that adhere to the proxy view can be said, very generally, to “share the 

assumption that the critical aspects of information technology can be captured through 

some set of surrogate [usually quantitative] measures – such as individual perceptions, 

diffusion rates, or dollars spent” (Orlikowski & Iacono, 2001, p. 124). 

 The third meta-category is the ensemble view. It emerged from dissatisfaction 

with the tool and proxy view. In the ensemble view IT is conceived as one of out of many 

in a collection of components required to apply a specific IT artifact to some socio-

economic activity. Studies associated with this view are e.g. Kling & Scacchi (1982) and 

Latour (1987), although they differ in focus. Kling & Scacchi focus more on how new 

technologies come to be used and Latour on how they come to be in the first place 

(Orlikowski & Iacono, 2001). Within the ensemble view Orlikowski & Iacono (2001) 

identified four variants, all focusing on the dynamics between IT and people, and none 

seeing IT as either a dependent or an independent variable. These are: (1) IT as develop-

ment project, (2) IT as production network, (3) IT as embedded system, and (4) IT as 

structure. It is within the IT as structure variant that we find articles that have been 

informed by structurational premises, proposed initially by Giddens (1984). IT is here 

seen to embody social structures made available to users as they interact with it. Research 

studies and articles that adhere to the ensemble view and that have conceptualized IT as 

structure are e.g. Barley (1986), DeSanctis & Poole (1994), and Orlikowski, (1992). 

 In brief, as proposed by Orlikowski & Iacono (2001) not everyone is interested 

in the dynamics between IT and people in various social and organizational contexts. 

Studies that have focused primarily on the capabilities of IT to e.g. represent, store, and 

disseminate information all adhere to fourth meta-category, which is the computational 

view of IT.  

 The last meta-category is the nominal view. Here, IT is neither described nor 

theorized. In sum, within the nominal view “[t]echnology here is the omitted variable 

[…] the articles in this group invokes technology ‘in name only, but not in fact’” 

(Orlikowski & Iacono, 2001, p. 128).  
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3.2 Structuration Theory 
Some of the ideas inherent in each view presented in Section 3.1 are complementary and 

others may more or less contradict each other. In this study IT is in short conceptualized 

as to exhibiting structural properties that are produced and reproduced through the 

interaction of human actors. This is in line with the ensemble view.11 It is also consistent 

with IT as structure perspective presented above, which to a large extent is influenced by 

Giddens’ (1984) structuration theory. The IT as structure perspective views the relation-

ship between IT and organization as reciprocal (e.g. Orlikowski, 1992), where IT and 

organization mutually constitute each other in a process of structuration. As Poole & 

DeSanctis (2003, p. 210) put it: 

 

Structuration occurs as actors move to invoke existing structures or to create 
new ones, producing and reproducing the structures and the associated social 
systems. Structures include resources (command over people or material goods) 
and rules (recipes for action), which operate to provide a social system with 
power (structures of domination), norms/routines (structures of legitimation), 
and meaning (structures of signification). In this way, the social order of a sys-
tem is maintained over time (stability) and yet has the capacity to adapt 
(change) as actors modify structures in the course of their interactions with one 
another. The routine of everyday structuration constitutes the social order of a 
system. 

 

 IT and organization are both the product of members’ actions as well as a 

medium for their actions. The relation between IT and organization is thus created 

through the interaction between human actors, situated temporally and contextually. 

These contexts come to shape interactions, which then reproduce, modify or transform 

these contexts.  

 Accordingly, the perspective on IT and organization proposed in this study 

posits that the relationship between IT and communities of practice, and human action is 

relational. This relation is created through a process of structuration and is not something 

concrete and tangible. It is an abstract property of interactions, situated in time and space, 

                                                
11 Only 12% of the articles published during 1990-1999 adopted the ensemble view, and even fewer the IT 
as structure variant. Surprisingly given the kind of development of advanced information technologies we 
have seen since the 1990s. Management, organization, information systems scholars all seem to view IT 
through their disciplinary lenses. I agree with Orlikowski & Iacono (2001) as they propose that we should 
move beyond our disciplinary notions to an interdisciplinary conceptualization of IT. This reasoning is in 
line with what we do in the Swedish Research School of Management and Information Technology (MIT). 
The research at MIT focuses on the three main areas – economic information systems, business administra-
tion and informatics (for more information see, http://www.forskarskolan-mit.nu). 
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which does not exist without the actors who draw upon this system of interactions to 

make sense of the organization and the communities they belong and relate to.12 

 The perspective on IT in this thesis is to a large extent informed by DeSanctis 

& Poole’s (1994) Adaptive Structuration Theory (AST) and Orlikowski’s (1992) 

structurational model of technology, which both draw upon Giddens (1979; 1984). For 

the purpose of this study the theory of Giddens is not the theory applied; instead the focus 

is on how structuration theory and adherent concepts have been interpreted and applied 

primarily in the IS field. The main reason for this is that Giddens’ structuration theory is 

more of an abstract meta-theory and a way of seeing the world, which offers little 

guidance on decisions about research settings, procedures, measurement, and analytic 

tools (cf. Poole & DeSanctis, 2003). The second reason is that structuration theory does 

not explicitly consider information technology, which some IS scholars have done in 

their effort to develop a theory that considers some of the basic constructs of structuration 

theory in relation to specific IT-related phenomena and contexts, for example DeSanctis 

& Poole (1994) and Orlikowski, (1992).13 Such attempts have been criticized on the 

premises that social structure, as conceptualized by Giddens (1984), only exists as actors 

enact structures or produce new ones, and has only virtual existence. As Orlikowski & 

Robey (1991; p. 147) put it: 

 

Structure is understood to be an abstract property of social systems. Structure is 
not something concrete, situated in time and space, and it lacks material char-
acteristics. Structure cannot exist apart from the human actors who enact and 
interpret its dimensions. 

 

 Therefore, some researchers argue, information technology is not social 

structures, because it has material characteristics such as different hardware that exist 

apart from human actors (Jones, 1995). But we may still argue that this depends on how 

we translate Giddens’ theories and how true one chooses to be to Giddens’ original ideas. 

For example, Orlikowski & Robey (1991) argue that computers actually can be under-

stood as an abstract property of social systems in that they contain virtual storage and 

memory that does not exist physically. Still, it exists in practice as human actors “store” 

things in their computers. However, this debate is set-aside in this thesis, which focuses 

instead on how structuration theory has been applied by researchers, such as DeSanctis & 
                                                
12  My perspective on the relationship between IT and communities of practice adopts Giddens’ theories 
(1979; 1984) more or less as a meta-theory and not as the theory. 
13 See also Rose (1998) and Pozzebon & Pinsonneault (2005) for applications of structuration theory in IS 
research. 
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Poole (1994) and Orlikowski (1992). Whether their works are the most true to Giddens’ 

original formulation, or the most “empirically sound” (DeSanctis & Poole, 2003, p. 209) 

is not the main question here. It is my belief however that analytically a structurational 

perspective, whether or not wholly true to Giddens’ original ideas, is very useful as we 

conduct empirical work on a dialectical relation between IT and communities of practice. 

But before we turn to how structuration theory has been extended and applied to the 

concept of IT, a brief summary of the basic concepts of Giddens’ structuration theory is 

appropriate as a background. 

3.2.1 Structuration Theory: Basic Assumptions, Concepts, and Critique 
The relationship between structure and agency has been, and still is, one of the most 

pervasive and highly debated issues in social theory. The debate has mostly been 

concerned with whether social structures directly shape behavior and exist independently 

of human actors or whether social structures only exist in the mind of the actors and hold 

no meaning outside the reality they have created themselves. These two extremes – two 

philosophical traditions that earlier have been viewed as incompatible (some still argue 

so) – i.e. functionalism/structuralism and interpretivism (e.g. hermeneutics and phenome-

nology), are what Giddens (1984) tries to link together in his structuration theory. 

 As argued, structuration theory aims to bridge structure and agency together. 

Rose (1999, p. 1) notes: “Structuration theory attempts to recast structure and agency as a 

mutually dependent duality.” In a duality of structure, structure and agency are under-

stood as two concepts that are recursively related and mutually dependent through a 

process of structuration. The duality of structure means that “the structural properties of 

social systems [rules and resources] are both the medium and outcome of the practices 

they [human actors] recursively organize” (Giddens, 1984, p. 25). Structuration then is 

the process whereby the duality of structure is produced and reproduced over time and 

space. The three key concepts of signification, domination, and legitimation are all 

interrelated to three dimensions of agency, i.e. communication, power, and sanction, 

through three dimensions of modality, i.e. interpretative scheme, facility, and norm.  

 In short, the following quote by Rose & Scheepers (2001, p. 4) exemplifies 

how the recursive character of signification (structure) and communication (human 

action) is related thought interpretative schemes (modality): 
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Thus, as human actors communicate, they draw on interpretative schemes to 
help make sense of interactions; at the same time those interactions reproduce 
and modify these interpretative schemes, which are embedded in social struc-
ture as meaning or signification. 

 

 So communication can be seen, on the one hand, to constitute signification 

(meaning), yet, on the other hand, communication can be constituted by signification (cf. 

Orlikowski & Robey, 1991). Structure is here seen as both the outcome and medium of 

human action. 

 Structuration refers to the process where structures are produced and repro-

duced through peoples ongoing structuring of social relations across time and space. 

Structuration takes place by virtue of the duality of structure and is where structures come 

to exist in peoples’ realm of reality. This means that in Giddens’ model duality of 

structure, structures are “a virtual order of transformative relations […] that exists, as 

time-space presence, only in its instantiations in practices and as memory traces orienting 

the conduct of knowledgeable human agents” (Giddens, 1984, p. 17, italics added). 

Therefore, structures exist only as traces in the mind instantiated only through human 

interaction (Giddens, 1984). 

 Giddens’ structuration theory has received significant criticism by other 

researchers. Archer (1996), for example, argues that the conflation of structure and 

agency weakens the analytical power, which Archer argues is necessary in order to 

explain why things are the way they are. In structuration theory, structure and agency are 

only separated for analytical purposes, which therefore on an ontological level pose 

problems according to some of his criticisms. Structuration theory can also been 

criticized for assuming a bit too voluntaristic view of agency in that people always have 

the possibility of doing otherwise. As Jones & Karsten (2003; 2008) write, this suggests 

that people are always in control of their actions. This however would be incompatible 

with Giddens’ concept of the dialectical of control, which states that structure and agency 

both control the other by virtue of the duality of structure. Despite the notion of 

dialectical control, critiques, for example Archer (1982), argue that structuration theory 

still undermines the power and influence of structures and offers too much power to the 

people, and therefore does not do so much as desired to solve the dualism of structure and 

agency (Jones & Karsten, 2003; 2008). 

 Another problem with structuration theory, in terms of IT and organizational 

change, is that it does not encompass information technology as such. Treating infor-
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mation technology as structure, as many structurational researchers have done, is not 

compatible with how structures are defined in structuration theory (Jones, 1995). In 

structuration theory, structures only exist in action and in the minds of people, but 

information technology is also made up of physical components, such as hard drives, 

computer screens, and network cables etcetera. As pointed out by Jones (1995), treating 

IT (hardware/software) as structure may be misleading in terms of how structure is 

defined by structuration theory. 

 Treating IT as structures that only exist in people’s minds instantiated in action 

implies that information technologies, such as intranets, are seen as having no agency of 

their own. Thus, technology can only shape agency if implicated in the actions of human 

beings. This argument undermines any sense of “computers” as pre-constituted and thus 

offers victory to interpretivism (subjectivism) in comparison to functionalism (objectiv-

ism). But despite the fact that structures only exist through agency and that actors always 

have the possibility of doing otherwise, agency does not solely determine technology 

because of “unacknowledged conditions and unintended consequences of intentional 

action” (Rose et al., 2005, p. 137).  

 Giddens’ structuration theory is seen by most researchers as a meta-theory 

focusing mainly on the ontological content of social theory (Rose, 1998), which provides 

us with three major challenges in terms of conducting empirical research. First, and 

according to Pozzebon & Pinsonneault (2005), structuration theory operates on a very 

high level of abstraction, which makes it very hard to apply concepts and propositions in 

practice. Secondly, structuration theory does not provide a certain methodological 

approach, which makes it even harder to apply concepts and propositions empirically. A 

third problem, raised by Rose (1998), is that structuration theory lacks concrete empirical 

examples that may guide further empirical work by others. As some critic argues, 

structuration theory then becomes no more than a categorization system for analytical 

purposes (Rose, 1998). 

3.2.2 Extensions of Structuration Theory: The Structurational Model of 
Technology 
Orlikowski (1992) is probably one of the most prominent attempts, together with 

DeSanctis & Poole (1994), to extend structuration theory to accommodate IT.14 In her 

work, Orlikowski developed a framework (Orlikowski & Robey, 1991) and a model 
                                                
14 For a review and evaluation of the use of structuration theory in the field of IS research see e.g. Jones 
(1995), Jones & Karsten (2003; 2008), and, Rose (1998). 
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(1992) based on structuration theory. Her framework and model apply the premise of 

duality of structure, where consequences of structuration are products of both subjective 

(social) and objective (material) elements. 

 The first premise of Orlikowski’s theoretical model of the relationship between 

IT and organization – the structurational model of technology – is the recursive notion of 

technology, i.e. the duality of technology (Orlikowski, 1992). According to Orlikowski 

(1992, p. 406) the duality of technology means that: 

 

Technology is the product of human action, while it also assumes structural 
properties. That is, technology is physically constructed by actors working in a 
given social context, and technology is socially constructed by actors through 
the different meanings they attach to it and the various features they emphasize 
and use. However, it is also the case that once deployed, technology tends to 
become reified and institutionalized, losing its connection with the human 
agents that constructed it or gave it meaning, and it appears to be part of the 
objective, structural properties of the organization.  

 

 The second premise is that technology is interpretative flexible. According to 

Orlikowski (1992), the interpretative flexibility refers to an attribute of the relationship 

between people and technology and to the degree to which people are engaged in 

production and reproduction of the technology. It posits that there is always a degree of 

flexibility in the design, use, and interpretation of technology. Orlikowski (1992, p. 408) 

describes this as follows: 

 

In using a technology, users interpret, appropriate, and manipulate it in various 
ways, being influenced by a number of individual and social factors. Despite 
these opportunities for engagement with technology, however, rigid and rou-
tinized views of, and interactions with, technology do develop. Such develop-
ments are a function of the interaction between technology and organizations 
and are not inherent in the nature of technology.  

 

 This means that even the most rigid information technologies need to be 

interpreted and used in social practice to have a meaning, and it is this process that 

provides technology with a degree of interpretative flexibility. 

 According to Orlikowski (1992), a structurational perspective of IT recognizes 

four key relations and influences. These operate continuously and reciprocally in the 

interaction between given information technology, the different human actors, and the 

socio-historical contexts (institutional properties) implicated in its design and use. These 

are the major sources of structure for individuals as they recurrently interact with a 
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particular IT and the structural properties it provides and other institutional properties of 

organizations. This ongoing act of bringing structures into action takes place by virtue of 

the duality of structures and is what mediates the relationship between human agents, 

technology, and institutional properties of organizations. 

 I recognize four general principles, described by Orlikowski (1992) and also 

depicted in Table 3.1 below, that should be considered when applied to relations and 

interactions between CoP and IT: (1) information technology as a product of human 

action, such as design, modification, appropriation, and development, (2) information 

technology as a medium of human action, which means that IT provides rules and 

resources that facilitate and constrain human action, (3) institutional conditions of 

interacting with information technology, which means that institutional properties 

influence how human interact with IT, and last (4) institutional consequences of 

interaction with information technology, which means that interacting with IT will 

influence institutional properties. These principles constitute the foundation of the CoPIT 

model to be developed here and for how CoP and IT shape and constitute each other over 

time. Hence, next to the structurational model of technology (Orlikowski, 1992), the 

CoPIT model recognizes four key influences that operate simultaneously and reciprocally 

in the interaction between a given information technology and a given community of 

practice. It provides a framework that makes an analytical distinction between the 

interplay between IT and CoP that takes place through structuration. 
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Table 3.1 Structurational Model of Technology: Key Influences (adapted and cited 
from Orlikowski, 1992, p. 410; Orlikowski & Robey, 1991, p. 152). 

3.2.3 Extensions of Structuration Theory: The Adaptive Structuration Theory 
Adaptive Structuration Theory (AST) is proposed by DeSanctis & Poole (1994) to be a 

framework for studying variations in organizational outcomes, which occur as IT is 

adopted and used in organizations. AST is an integrative perspective that synthesizes 

assumptions from the decision-making school (technology imperative) and the institu-

tional school (organization imperative) (DeSanctis & Poole, 1994). AST accounts for the 

power of social practices in organizations without ignoring the power of IT, which 

emerges as members of the organizations interact with IT in practice. Simplified, the goal 

of AST according to DeSanctis & Poole is to confront the problem that seemingly 

identical technologies can occasion similar dynamics and still produce different structural 

effects. 

 

KEY INFLUENCE 

 

 

TYPE OF INFLUENCE 

 

 

NATURE OF INFLUENCE 

 

1 

 

Information Technology as 

a Product of Human Action 

 

Information technology is an outcome of such 

human action as design, development, 

appropriation, and modification. 

 

2 

 

 

Information Technology as a 

Medium of Human Action 

 

 
Information technology facilitates and constrains 

human action through the provision of 

interpretative schemes, facilities, and norms. 

 

 

3 

 

 

Institutional Conditions of Interaction 

with Information Technology 

 

 

Institutional properties influence humans in 

their interaction with information technology, 

for example, intentions, professional norms, 

state of the art in materials and 

knowledge, design standards and available 

resources (time, money, skills). 

 

 

 

4 

 

 

Institutional Consequences of Interaction 

with Information Technology 

 

 

Interaction with information technology influences 

the institutional properties of an organization, 

through reinforcing or transforming structures of 

signification, domination, and legitimation. 
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 AST implies a model that integrates structures in technology, social interaction, 

and structures in institutions. Technologies as well as institutions provide arrays of social 

structures for people to draw upon as they engage in social interaction. As structures are 

brought into social interaction, structures within institutions and technologies are also 

produced and reproduced. 

 The first premise of AST is that information technologies provide an array of 

social structures (rules and resources), which both enable and constrain human action in 

organizations. According to DeSanctis & Poole (1994) social structures within IT are best 

described in terms of its structural features and spirit. Structural features are the rules, 

resources, and capabilities that a given technology offers. The spirit of these structural 

features is what DeSanctis & Poole (1994, p. 126) refer to as:  

 

[T]he general intent with regard to values and goals underlying a given set of 
structural features […] The spirit is the “official line” which the technology 
presents to people regarding how to act when using the system, how to interpret 
its features, and how to fill in the gaps in procedure which are not explicitly 
specified […] Spirit is a property of the technology as it is presented to users.  

 

 AST also proposes dimensions for characterizing the spirit, such as decision 

process, leadership, efficiency, conflict management, and atmosphere, which together 

contribute to defining the spirit of a given technology (Ibid.) Altogether, the structural 

features and their spirit constitute the information technology’s structural potential, which 

then provides occasion for the structuring of human action that takes place in organiza-

tions. 

 In AST, IT is but one source of structures for people to draw upon in social 

interaction. The other ones are structures provided by the organizational environment, a 

given task, and the structures that emerge as these structures are applied in social practice 

(DeSanctis & Poole, 1994). Although these structures are most likely to be invoked in 

combination (cf. Giddens, 1984), one may separate them for analytical purposes, as in the 

AST model. The process of invoking or bringing structures from IT into human action is 

referred to as structuration (Ibid.). This process of bringing structures into action is 

according to AST termed appropriations, and represents “visible actions that evidence 

deeper structuration processes” (DeSanctis & Poole, 1994, p. 128). By studying how a 

person, a group, or a community of practice invoke or apply a specific structure (rule or 

resource) within a specific context and at a specific time, we can assess whether for 

example a person: (1) directly uses a structure, (2) relates or blends a structure with other 
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structures, (3) constrains the structure, or (4), makes judgments about a structure. In AST 

these four different appropriation processes are termed appropriation moves (Ibid.). 

DeSanctis and Poole (1994, p. 135) suggest that appropriation moves could be further 

classified into the following nine appropriation types: direct appropriation, substitution, 

combination, enlargement, contrast, constraint, affirmation, negation, and neutrality.15 

 There are many factors that influence how people choose to appropriate 

structures provided by a given information technology. According to AST, appropriations 

are not only conditioned by the structural properties provided by IT, organizational 

environment, and different work tasks. A group’s or a community’s internal system, 

emergent structures, as well as new structures also condition appropriations. The internal 

system of groups includes for example member’s style of interacting and their knowledge 

of and experience with the rules and resources provided by a given technology. In sum, 

structural features of IT, organizational environment, task, and the internal system of for 

example groups, all shape appropriation of a given technology. Thus, IT is not determin-

istic, and, in line with Orlikowski (1992), AST adheres to the notion of dialectical 

control. Hence, IT influences how for example a group of people choose to appropriate 

structures provided by a given IT. At the same time the group’s internal system shapes its 

own interactions, exercising some control over appropriation of IT and the production 

and reproduction of IT as well as changes in the groups’ internal system; there is a duality 

of structure (DeSanctis & Poole, 1994). 

3.2.4 Information Technology and Context of Use: Integrating a 
Structurational Perspective on Information Technology 
The first premise that underlies the structurational perspective of IT is that information 

technologies, such as intranets, exhibit social structures, which act as a source of rules 

and resources for human action (Poole & DeSanctis, 2003; Orlikowski & Robey, 1991). 

According to a structurational perspective, IT is the social product of human interaction 

at the same time as it exhibits an objective set of social structure mediating the very 

subjective human action that produced them in the first place. For example, IT such as 

intranets can be seen as a medium for transforming subjective human knowledge into an 

objective set of rules that over time come to be reified and to constitute socially defined 

knowledge of the community being supported (cf. Orlikowski & Robey, 1991). By 

integrating these stocks of knowledge into the intranets and through its recurrent use, the 
                                                
15 For different subtypes see Appendix III. 
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intranet constitutes structures of signification and thus “contributes to the signification 

order by objectifying and reifying human actors’ knowledge and assumptions, reinforcing 

them over time” (Orlikowski & Robey, 1991, p. 155). As such, intranet conditions 

members’ interactions and thus the practice of the community by providing for them an 

objective set of social structures that they can use to interpret, negotiate, and make sense 

of their own actions as well as those of others. This in turn produces and reproduces the 

structures embedded in the intranet anew. 

 According to AST, the social structures provided by for example an intranet 

could be described in two ways. The first one is the specific types of structural features 

that a given intranet application offers. For example, it can be the posting of news on 

electronic bulletin boards or recording of ideas and best practices in online forums. These 

features influence what and how information can be stored, transformed, transferred, 

interpreted, and used by members of a community of practice. In this way, structural 

features are given meaning and play a role in achieving meaningful interaction, how 

power is exercised, and defining the legitimacy of interaction within a community of 

practice. Second, it is by attaching meaning to structural features that a given intranet can 

be described in terms of its spirit. This can constitute legitimation to the intranet by 

providing what DeSanctis & Poole (1994, p. 126) refer to as a “normative frame with 

regard to behaviors that are appropriate in the context of the technology”. The spirit also 

contributes to signification and domination because it helps members of the community 

to interpret and understand the meaning of the intranet and because it presents how a 

technology can and should be used (Ibid).  

 The argument that IT provides the means for its own sustenance is referred to 

as the duality of technology (Orlikowski, 1992) and is the second underlying premise of 

the structurational perspective on IT. The duality of IT implies that social structures of 

the intranet referred to above are created by subjective human action, yet they also 

contribute to shaping and mediating future human action by representing an objective set 

of structures at the same time (Orlikowski, 1992; Orlikowski & Robey, 1991).16 

  

                                                
16 Although they occur simultaneously according to structuration theory (Giddens, 1984), I will separate 
them for analytical purposes. 
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According to Orlikowski & Robey (1991, p. 166): 

 
Information technology shapes human action through its provision of structural 
opportunities and constraints, while also recognizing that information technol-
ogy itself is the product of human action and prior institutional properties.  

 

 There is a reciprocal relationship between IT, members’ interactions, and the 

community of practice implicated in its use. The main point is that a structurational 

perspective suggests a reciprocal relationship between social structures of intranet and 

community of practice, each iteratively shaping the other through members’ recurrent use 

of the structures provided by the intranet and the community. 

 As discussed, the process of bringing structures into human action is referred to 

as structuration (cf. Giddens, 1984). It is through structuration that structures are 

produced and reproduced, which DeSanctis & Poole (1994) label appropriation. This 

implies that the relation between a particular IT application and a community of practice 

is produced and reproduced through appropriations of structures, and it is through this 

relation that the IT application comes to exist in the community members’ realm of 

reality. It is through appropriations and members’ ongoing structuring of this relation that 

the IT application and the community of practice can be said to exert influence (whether 

directly or indirectly) over the other and thus mutually constitute each other (cf. 

Orlikowski, 1992). This implies that studying how a member or members invoke or apply 

a specific structure within a specific context and at a specific time allows us to assess and 

interpret how for example the community of practice may shape appropriations in one 

period that over time lead to changes of the intranet (or stability), which later will shape 

appropriations in subsequent periods that over time lead to changes of the community of 

practice.17 

 Further, the proposition that human action and IT never fully control or 

determine the other is referred to as the dialectic of control (DeSanctis & Poole, 1994; 

Orlikowski, 1992). A dialectic of control means that there is no accommodation for a 

totally deterministic impact of IT on community of practice and vice versa. According to 

a structurational perspective there is always a tension between the action of human actors 

and the structural properties of IT and communities of practice. Hence, social structures 
                                                
17 In reality structuration it is an ongoing process, not a sequence of events. But using a temporal and 
spatial perspective allows us to break down data into features of institutional life (Rose, 1999), and will 
facilitate the study and analysis of everyday actions stretched across time-space (the basic part of structu-
ration theory). In order to understand how the intranet and the community of practice mutually shape each 
other over time and space, I will temporally break down appropriations into the four appropriation moves 
suggested by DeSanctis & Poole (1994). 
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only place limits on the set of options open to actors in a given time and place, at the 

same time as the production and reproduction of social structures is not wholly intended 

or comprehended by actors (Jones & Karsten, 2003). This means first that the relation 

between an intranet and a community of practice is punctuated by certain indeterminacy 

because people always have the possibility of not acting in accordance with the structural 

constraint of either the intranet or the community of practice surrounding the develop-

ment and use of the intranet. Secondly it implies that the impact of the intranet on the 

community of practice and vice versa is never wholly intended or comprehended by 

people over time and space, and therefore may lead to unintended consequences for the 

intranet as well as for the community of practice (Ibid.). 

3.3 Intranet Technology 
This study is delimited empirically to a specific type of information technology − intranet 

technology − commonly referred to as intranets. These are a relatively new form of 

computer-based information systems, which today are part of the IT infrastructure of 

almost every business organization. The intranet in itself does not imply any specific 

usage and can be used to host a bundle of different IT applications such as bulletin boards 

and chat forums (Vaast, 2004). Therefore it also lends itself to a wide variety of 

applications, uses, roles, and impacts, and thus to extensive interpretative flexibility 

(Orlikowski, 1992). This poses a number of problems in relation to how to define and 

scale technology into a set of meaningful features. 

 In this study intranets are technically conceptualized as a private, internal web 

or network of computers using standard Internet and Web protocols to communicate data 

and information to and from authorized employees within a specific formal organization. 

In other words, intranets make use of standard Internet and Web protocols to form a 

digital web or network of different web pages that authorized members can view through 

for example desktops, laptops, smartphones, or tablets. 

 Previous research on communities of practice and intranets has treated intranets 

in most cases solely as a material artifact, a physical object, or a black box. According to 

a structurational perspective, however, this downplays the notion that intranets are also 

“socially constructed by actors through the different meanings they attach to it and the 

various features they emphasize and use” (Orlikowski, 1992, p. 406). However, and as 

both Silver (1991) and DeSanctis et al. (1994) point out, the importance of applying 
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taxonomies and classification schemes when studying and describing information 

technologies is key. 

 As Gutek et al. (1984) stress and as was noticed by Orlikowski (1992), most 

information technologies are really sets of loosely bundled structural features that may be 

implemented and used in a variety of different ways. It is therefore crucial to describe 

technology as a set of meaningful features. However, as there are features within features 

within features, this is not without problems. This problem is often referred to as a 

decomposition problem (DeSanctis & Poole, 1994). A possible solution to this problem is 

to let theory guide what features to start with. That is to say, one may scale information 

technology into certain variables that our theories tell us are meaningful (Fulk et al., 

1990). For example, Silver (1991) proposes scaling information technologies in terms of 

relative restrictiveness, DeSanctis & Poole (1987) in terms of level of sophistication, and 

Cats-Baril & Huber (1987) on their degree of comprehensiveness. DeSanctis & Poole 

(1994) even used all of the three above-mentioned dimensions to describe advanced 

information technologies such as Group Decision Support System (GDSS). Other 

features that have received attention in terms of scope are anonymity, documentation, and 

novelty (DeSanctis & Poole, 1994). 

 Because of the variety of possible implementations and interpretative 

flexibility of intranets, one can use a scaling approach such as the one proposed by 

AST (DeSanctis & Poole, 1994). It means that information technologies are scaled 

into a set of dimensions that reflect their social structures. These structures are 

described in two ways. First, social structure is described according to its structural 

features, i.e. rules and resources offered. Second, social structure is also described in 

terms of the spirit of the structural features offered by the technology. 

 The characteristics of the structural features are defined according to 

DeSanctis & Poole (1994) as follows: 

 

Restrictiveness – set of possible actions for applying the structural features. 

Sophistication – the quality or character of being technically advanced. 

Comprehensiveness – number and variety of features offered. 
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And the characteristics of the spirit are defined as follows: 
 

Process – type of process that is being promoted. 

Metaphor – symbol or figure of speech that designers and users use when describing the 

structural features, e.g. conference room or library. 

Personification – human qualities that designers and users use when describing the 

structural features, e.g. expert. 

Atmosphere – the relative formality or informal nature of interaction, whether the 

interaction is structured of unstructured. 

Coherence – the relative consistency, stability, and strength of the spirit. 
 

 For the purpose of this study I will apply the scaling proposed above, which is also 

recommended by DeSanctis & Poole (1994). 

3.4 Conclusion 
This chapter has presented the underlying theoretical core of the IT component of the 

CoPIT model, and the basic assumptions about IT and the relation to organization. In 

terms of theory, this chapter has focused on the structuration theory and extensions of 

it in relation to IT, such as the structurational model of technology (Orlikowski & 

Robey, 1991; Orlikowski, 1992) and AST (DeSanctis & Poole, 1994). The assump-

tions presented, all contribute, to the analytical framework and foundation of the 

upcoming CoPIT model.  

 I have also presented the particular type of information technology that the 

empirical study is delimited to, i.e. intranet technology, and proposed a way, in line 

with AST, how to scale information technologies into a set of constructs that reflect 

their social structure. It is described according to its structural features, i.e. rules and 

resources offered. Second, social structure is also presented in terms of the spirit of 

the structural features offered by the information technology. It is scaled in terms of 

two primary constructs and five characteristics (see Table 3.1). Hence, the primary 

constructs of the second component of the CoPIT model, i.e., Information Technology 

(IT), are structural features and spirit. The former is characterized by restrictive-

ness, sophistication, and comprehensiveness, while the latter has the following five 

characteristics: process, metaphor, personification, atmosphere, and coherence. 
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Construct  Characteristic 
 
 
Structural features Restrictiveness 
   Sophistication 
   Comprehensiveness  
     
 
Spirit   Process, Metaphor 
   Personification, 
   Atmosphere 

    Coherence 
     
 
 
Table 3.2 The Information Technology (IT) Component 
 
 I have also introduced the notion of appropriations. It constitutes the process 

through which structures, whatever their source, are produced and reproduced, and 

brought into action. By studying how a person applies a specific structure within a 

specific context, at a specific time, we can assess and classify actions in terms of 

“appropriations.” These actions represent deeper general structuration processes, 

which thus allow us to make generalizations in a more reliable way. In line with 

DeSanctis & Poole (1994), I will scale appropriations into four primary constructs and 

nine characteristics, depicted in Table 3.3 below. The primary constructs, here termed 

appropriation moves, are: (1) direct use, (2) relate or blend, (3) constrain the 

structure, and (4) make judgments about structure. These four appropriation 

moves make up the primary constructs of the third component of the CoPIT model, 

which is “appropriations of IT,” which I term IT in Action. 

 In accordance with DeSanctis & Poole (1994), the appropriation moves can in 

turn be characterized in terms of nine appropriation types: direct appropriation 

(Direct Use), substitution, combination, enlargement, contrast (Relate or Blend), 

constraint (Constrain the Structure), affirmation, negation, and neutrality (Make 

Judgments about Structure). 
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Construct  Characteristic 
 
 
Direct Use    Direct appropriation 
     
 
Relate or Blend Substitution, Combination   
   Enlargement, Contrast  
 
Constrain the Structure Constraint   
  
Make Judgments Affirmation, Negation 
about Structure  Neutrality  
  
  
 
Table 3.3 The IT in Action Component 
 

 The fourth component of the model focuses on the relation between IT and 

community of practice, which is produced through appropriations. The CoPIT model 

here recognizes four key influences that operate reciprocally in the interaction 

between the first three components in the CoPIT model and four characteristics, 

depicted in Table 3.4. These four relations are based on the four general principles 

described by Orlikowski (1992) and depicted in Table 3.1. The four relations of the 

fourth component are: (1), CoP and IT in Action, (2) IT in Action and IT, (3) IT 

and IT in Action, and (4) IT in Action and CoP, which all are characterized by 

stability or change. These four relations will be further discussed in the following 

chapter. 

 

Construct  Characteristic 
 
 
R1. Relation between CoP Stability or change  
 and IT in Action  

    
     
R2. Relation between Stability or change  
IT in Action and IT  
  
 
R3. Relation between IT Stability or change  
and IT in Action  
  
 
R4. Relation between IT in Action Stability or change  
and CoP   
 
   
Table 3.4 The Relational Component 
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CHAPTER 4  
A THEORETICAL MODEL OF COMMUNITIES OF 
PRACTICE & INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY 

 
 

The structurational model of technology (Orlikowski & Robey, 1991; Orlikowski, 1992) 

and Adaptive Structuration Theory (DeSanctis & Poole, 1994) are perhaps the most 

prominent and sustained extensions of Giddens’ structuration theory to the IS/IT domain. 

Together with Etienne Wenger’s theory of communities of practice, these theories form 

the foundation of the theoretical frameworks applied to the domain of communities of 

practice and IT in this thesis. These frameworks and premises are applied in order to help 

to understand and to develop a preliminary theoretical model of the relationship between 

communities of practice and IT. Accordingly, from the previous chapters emerge the 

CoPIT model with adherent analytic frames of key constructs and adherent characteris-

tics. In a nutshell, they reflect a social perspective on learning, a theory of communities 

of practice, and a structurational perspective on IT. The CoPIT model has four compo-

nents (Communities of Practice, Information Technology, IT in Action, and Relations) 

and each component can be seen as an analytical frame that has three levels. The first 

level is the meta-level and includes the most central and basic constructs of the compo-

nent. The second level defines the constructs. The third level includes variables that are 

directly linked to level one, and acts as characteristics and a representation of what thus 

constitutes the primary constructs and the first level. The four components with adherent 

analytical frames should at this stage not be seen as a static frame to analyze data. It is 

rather a theoretical frame that is used to inform and guide the empirical research and 

analysis in a meaningful way. It is a dynamic analytic frame that reflects theories about 

communities of practice and acts as an entry point into the empirical life of such 

communities. Thus, the model is not deterministic. At this stage it is rather a combination 

of the main constructs that constitute the CoPIT model and it does not rule out that new 

constructs may emerge along the research process. It is important to note that the main 

purpose here is not to test the model. The purpose is to develop a theoretical model that 

reflects the theories presented in previous chapters. Still, together with empirical data, the 
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concluding CoPIT model will not only be theoretically informed but also empirically 

illustrated and thus also further strengthened in terms of relevance. 

4.1 The Community of Practice Model of Information Technology: 
The CoPIT Model 
For analytical purposes in studying of how CoP and IT mutually constitute and shape 

each other, I have divided the model into the four components and units of analysis, 

summarized in Figure 4.1. The first component deals with the Community of Practice 

(CoP; left box in Figure 4.1). The second component deals with the features of Infor-

mation Technology (IT; right box). The third component deals with the appropriations of 

IT (referred to as IT in Action; circle in the middle), more specifically how IT structures 

are appropriated for use in the context of community of practice and vice versa. The last 

and fourth component focuses on the Relations between IT and community of practice, 

which is produced through appropriations of structures. The model recognizes four key 

relations (R1-R4) that operate in the interaction between CoP and IT. The four compo-

nents that constitute the model of communities of practice and IT are described further in 

the following four sections. They will also put forward the analytical frames that come 

together with the theoretically informed CoPIT model. The analytical frames summarize 

and define the constructs and characteristics included in each of the four components. 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.1 Preliminary Community of Practice Model of IT (CoPIT) 
 

4.1.1 Component One − Communities of Practice 
Based on the discussion in Chapter 2 and 4, the first component in the CoPIT model 

includes the following six constructs (Table 4.1): (1) Domain that reflects a shared 

interest in a joint enterprise and what brings members together, (2) Community, i.e. the 
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social configuration of people in which practice and domain is negotiated and through 

which learning take place and boundaries come to exist, (3) Practice, i.e. relations in a 

historical and social context forming a recognizable pattern of learning activities and 

shared repertoire of rules and resources, (4) Community life cycle, i.e. the different stages 

of change that a community of practice goes though over time, (5) Participation, i.e. the 

degree of attendance and contribution to the community of practice (6) Learning of 

members as they participate in the community of practice to become competent 

practitioners and to develop the community. Learning is here defined as the alignment 

between experiences and socially defined knowledge.  

 The discussion in Chapter 2 and 4 also makes it possible to select significant 

characteristics for the six constructs (right column of Table 4.1). First, the domain is 

classified in terms of joint enterprise and a domain of knowledge, the community is 

classified in terms of mutual engagement and boundaries, the practice in terms of shared 

repertoire, and ecology of learning activities, the community of life cycle in terms of the 

different life cycle’s different stages, which are potential, coalescing, active, dispersed, 

and memorable, participation is classified in terms of level of engagement and member-

ship, and last learning is classified in terms of exploitation, exploration, and competent 

practitioner. This theoretical and analytical frame comes to represent the first of four 

components of the CoPIT model. It is grounded primarily in the work of Wenger (1998; 

2000; 2000a; 2002; 2004). 
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Construct Definition Characteristic 
 
 
Domain  A domain that reflects shared interest Joint enterprise 
 and what brings members together Domain of knowledge 
 
Community The social configuration of people Mutual engagement. 
 in which practice, domain, Boundaries 
 participation, and engagement   
 are negotiated 
 
Practice  Relations in a historical and  Shared repertoire 
 social context forming Ecology of learning  
 a recognizable pattern activities 
 of learning activities, resources, and  
 shared repertoire of rules and resources  
      
Community life cycle Stages of change that a CoP Potential, Coalescing,
 goes through over time Active, Dispersed,  
  Memorable 
     
  
Participation Degree of attendance  
 and contribution  Level of engagement 
 to the community of practice Membership 
  
   
 
Learning  The alignment between Exploitation 
 experiences and socially Exploration 
 defined knowledge Competent practitioner
     
 

Table 4.1 The Communities of Practice (CoP) Component 

4.1.2 Component Two − Information Technology 
The second component of the CoPIT model is Information Technology (IT), in this case 

empirically represented by intranet technology. As put forward earlier, intranets are 

technically conceptualized as a private, internal web or network of computers using 

standard Internet and Web protocols to communicate data and information to and from 

authorized employees within a specific formal organization. Intranets make use of 

standard Internet and web protocols to form a digital web or network of different web 

pages that authorized members can view through desktop computers and smart phones. In 

line with both Silver (1991) and DeSanctis et al. (1994), the CoPIT model also recognizes 

taxonomies and classification schemes when studying and describing both communities 

of practice and information technologies. For example, for IT, on the basis of the 
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reasoning in Chapter 3, I use a scaling approach such as the one proposed by AST 

(DeSanctis & Poole, 1994), which is summarized in Table 4.2.  

 First, social structures within IT are described in terms of (1) its Structural 

features. These are defined as the specific types of rules, resources, and capabilities 

offered by a given technology. The structural features are here classified in terms of 

restrictiveness, sophistication, and comprehensiveness. Second, IT is also analyzed and 

described in terms of (2) the Spirit of the structural features offered by the information 

technology. The spirit is defined as the general intent, values, and goals underlying and 

being promoted by the structural features. The spirit is classified in terms of process, 

metaphor, personification, atmosphere, and coherence.  

 

Construct  Definition Characteristic 
 
 
Structural features Specific types of rules,  Restrictiveness 
   resources, and capabilities Sophistication 
   offered Comprehensiveness 
     
 
Spirit   General intent, values,  Process, Metaphor 
   and goals underlying Personification 
   and being promoted by Atmosphere 

   the structural features    Coherence 
     
 
 
Table 4.2 The Information Technology (IT) Component 

4.1.3 Component Three − IT in Action 
The CoPIT model’s third component, IT in Action, concerns the very act of bringing the 

social structures of IT into the practice of the community. This third component of the 

CoPIT model is summarized together with definitions and characteristics in Table 4.3 

below. For analytical purposes and in line with AST (DeSanctis & Poole, 1994), this 

component aims to capture IT in action by studying members’ use of specific rules and 

resources embedded in the technology at hand within the context of the community of 

practice at a specific time in the community’s life cycle. These immediate and visible 

interactions between members of a given community of practice and a given intranet are 

here defined according to AST as appropriations and come to represent deeper structu-

ration processes (Ibid.). As discussed earlier there is also variation in appropriations, i.e. 

different members may appropriate a given structure in different ways, just as the same 

member may appropriate a given structure in different ways over time. This variation of 
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appropriation is named appropriation moves. On the basis of the discussion in Section 

3.2.3, drawing upon DeSanctis & Poole (1994), I have identified four different appropria-

tions moves. Given the availability of structures provided by the IT application at hand, 

members of the community of practice may choose to (see Table 4.3): (1) Direct use, i.e. 

direct use of the structures, (2) Relate or blend, i.e. relate to or blend structures or (3) 

Constrain the structure, i.e. constrain or interpret/reinterpret structures, and (4) Make 

judgments about structures, i.e. express or make judgments about structures. In line with 

the reasoning in Chapter 3 and the recommendation by DeSanctis & Poole (1994), I have 

chosen as characteristics to include the nine different appropriation types. The four 

constructs are thus classified as follows. Direct use: direct appropriation; Relate or 

blend: substitution, combination, enlargement, contrast; Constrain the structure: 

Constraint; Make judgments about structure: affirmation, negation, and neutrality.  

 

 
 
Construct  Definition Characteristic 
 
 
Direct use    Direct use of structures Direct appropriation 
     
 
Relate or blend Relate to or blend structures Substitution, Combination
   with each other Enlargement, Contrast  
 
Constrain the structure Constrain or interpret/reinterpret Constraint 
 the structures  
  
Make judgments  Express or make judgments  Affirmation, Negation 
about structure   about structures Neutrality  

  
  
 
Table 4.3 The IT in Action Component 
 

4.1.4 Component Four − Relations 
As argued, IT is but one source of structure conditioning human action and how members 

choose to make use of information technology. Thus, the structural features and spirit of 

IT do not solely determine how members invoke or enact certain social structures 

provided through IT. The other major source of structure conditioning appropriations of 

technology is in the communities of practice that users of IT belong and relate to as they 

engage in organizational work. For example, the domain of knowledge of a community 

of practice also provides structures that members draw upon in combination with 
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structures provided by the technology. The domain of knowledge may also condition how 

these structures are interpreted, invoked, used, etcetera. Thus, communities of practice 

are also a source of structure conditioning human action and how members choose to use 

a certain information technology at hand in different ways, invoking one or more of the 

appropriation moves and types presented in component three.  

 The set of social structures available within different IT applications provide 

occasions for participation and engagement in communities of practice. As these 

structures are invoked in one or more of the possible appropriation moves, they are also 

conditioned and blended directly or indirectly with structures provided by the community 

of practice implicated. There are structures within the IT just as there are structures in 

communities of practice, and when they are invoked or enacted through the different 

appropriation moves, both types of structures are produced and reproduced. This requires 

a model that makes an analytical distinction between information technologies and 

communities of practice, and appropriations of IT within the context of CoP. Thus, we 

need a model that allow us to identify, separate, and analyze how IT conditions appropri-

ations and how these appropriations in turn influence the community of practice and vice 

versa. The CoPIT model provides such a distinction. However, the focus here is on the 

identification and illustration of relations rather than variations in a single dependent 

variable (Miller et al, 1991).  

 The CoPIT model recognizes four relations that operate in the interaction 

between a given information technology and a community of practice. These four 

relations make up the fourth and last component of the CoPIT model, summarized in 

Table 4.4. First, R1 is the relation between CoP and IT in Action (i.e. appropriations) and 

refers to the fact that CoP shapes and constitutes appropriations through the provision of 

social structures. The relation is characterized in terms of stability or change. R2 is about 

the relation that is established between IT in Action and information technology (IT). The 

relation is based on the premises that IT is the outcome of social practice, and it is 

through the appropriation of IT by members as they participate in social practices of 

communities that it is given meaning and come to exist. R2 defines that appropriation of 

structures, such as the ones provided by IT as well as CoP, shapes and constitutes IT, and 

is classified according to the same characteristics as R1 (i.e. stability or change). R3 is the 

relation between IT and IT in Action and states that IT shapes and constitutes appropria-

tion through the provision of social structures. It is based on the argument that IT is the 

medium of social practice, and by appropriating specific structures, IT also mediates 
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members’ appropriations and participation in the social practice of the community that 

they belong to. Last we have R4, which states that appropriation of social structure, such 

as the ones provided by IT, shapes and constitutes communities of practice. R4 is based 

on the premise that when members appropriate specific structures of IT, they also act 

upon the structural properties of a community of practice either by reproducing (consti-

tuting) them or transforming (shaping) them. R4 is classified according to the same 

characteristics as the other three relations. The CoPIT model accounts for a reciprocal 

relation and a dialectical of control between IT and communities of practice.  

 

 
 
Construct  Definition Characteristic 
 
 
R1. Relation between CoP CoP shapes and constitutes  
 and IT in Action appropriation through the Stability or change 

   provision of social structures  
     
R2. Relation between Appropriation of structure, such                
IT in Action and IT as the ones provided by IT, as well Stability or change 
 as CoP shapes and constitutes IT   
 
R3. Relation between IT IT shapes and constitutes  
and IT in Action appropriation through the Stability or change 
 provision of social structures   
 
R4. Relation between IT in Action Appropriation of social structure,   
and CoP such as the ones provided by IT, Stability or change 
 shapes and constitutes the  
   community of practice 
 
   
Table 4.4 The Relational (R1-R4) Component 

4.2 The Final Theoretical Model 
The concluding theoretical model of the relation between communities of practice and 

information technology, which I have named the CoPIT model, is depicted in Figure 4.2. 

I have outlined the model’s four parts, i.e. Communities of Practice (CoP), Information 

Technology (IT), IT in Action, and Relations. I have also described them in more detail 

in the form of the four analytical frames, which outline the constructs that each part is 

built upon. I have defined the constructs and also suggested some characteristics of each 

of them. 
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Figure 4.2 Community of Practice Model of Information Technology (CoPIT) 

 

I will use the CoPIT model depicted in Figure 4.2 and adherent analytical 

frameworks, to study multiple units of analysis, and several levels of data analysis are 

to be conducted. In terms of units of analysis, the four components in the CoPIT 

model explicitly define them. In terms of level of analysis, the first level of analysis 

and presentation of the study’s findings is the descriptive account of the empirical 

context. The second level of analysis implies moving beyond basic descriptive data to 

a somewhat more abstract level of analysis, where the model’s analytical framework 

is used to analyze empirical data and also illustrate the CoPIT model’s different 

components. The third level of analysis involves theorizing and making inferences 

about findings presented in the first- and second-level analysis. The aim is to try to 

illustrate how communities of practice and IT work together, interact, and relate, in 

other words how they mutually shape and constitute each other over time.  
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CHAPTER 5  
RESEARCH METHOD 

 
In the present study, a qualitative research approach has been undertaken. I chose to take 

a qualitative research approach because such an approach is often preferred when one 

seeks a detailed understanding of social practices or processes, and where an intimate 

relationship is required between the researcher and what is studied. I needed this to be 

able to understand how CoP and IT mutually constitute each other and to develop a 

model of this relation. Due to the importance of capturing and understanding situations 

and actors’ beliefs, meanings, and assumptions over time, the design of this study also 

called for a longitudinal study. Qualitative research methods are often preferred when one 

needs to understand the meanings people have constructed, and where the researcher is 

regarded as the primary instrument of data collection and analysis. In my case a 

qualitative approach is also recommended since the research involved fieldwork, i.e. 

collecting data from its natural setting. Qualitative research is also preferred when one 

aims to develop models, concepts or theory through a more inductive strategy rather than 

the deductive strategy that is often preferred in quantitative research studies. In my case 

the qualitative research design also subscribes to an interpretative epistemology. 

According to Lee & Baskerville (2003) an interpretative qualitative research is based on 

the assumption that knowledge of reality is socially constructed and is manifested in 

various ways and formats depending on time, space, and subjective actors. A qualitative 

interpretative study adheres to a reality based on a generalization of people’s beliefs, 

meanings, and assumptions, which interpretative researchers try to study and make 

accountable in a trustworthy and acceptable fashion, generalizations that also tend to be 

idiographic in nature, rather than nomothetic (Ibid.). The following sections describe the 

overall design, the research process, and the techniques I have used to conduct this 

research project. 
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5.1 Research Process: Everything Starts With a Problem 
During my time as a master’s student, I developed an interest in information technologies 

and management, especially IT to support knowledge management initiatives. I was 

fascinated by what seemed to be, at that time, an ever-increasing investment and interest 

in different information technologies to support learning and knowledge sharing in the 

interest of the corporation. Why did so many corporations invest so much time and 

money in IT systems that aim to formalize members experiences and knowledge, and did 

they really deliver the outcomes and value that management expected? During my time 

as a doctoral student my interest in information technologies to support learning and 

knowledge creation initiatives has grown. As new and emergent IT systems and 

applications, such as for example intranets, continue to be developed and adopted by 

business organizations, so do new and interesting questions arise to be studied and 

problems to be solved. 

 Every research study needs a problem formulation in order to frame the study 

in the first place. For me, this research study started off with a more general practical 

problem of getting IT and learning to work together. During the first year of this thesis I 

explored and worked very hard to define this general problem into a more theoretical 

problem and specific research question, Hence, the study started with the practical 

problem of getting IT to support learning in social communities and the examination of 

how IT contributes to a particular type of community, i.e. communities of practice. While 

exploring this question I came to the conclusion that this question was far too one-

dimensional and showed only half of the picture. I noticed that there was a knowledge 

gap regarding the question of how IT and communities of practice mutually contributed 

to and shaped one another. Further, I noticed the lack of a theoretical model of the 

dialectical and dynamic relation between IT and communities of practice, which one 

could use to study, analyze, and understand this relation. Accordingly, the general 

purpose of the study then became to contribute to the existing community of practice 

theory by developing a model of the relation between IT and CoP in order to solve this 

research problem and knowledge gap in existing research. Finally, the preliminary 

research problem and question of this particular thesis was formulated as: How do 

community of practice and information technology constitute and shape each other? 
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5.2 Selecting and Constructing the Empirical Case 
Once the general problem, purpose, and preliminary research questions were identified, 

the task of selecting the particular case to study begun. Regarding the debate about case 

studies, there is a lack of consensus on what constitutes a case, and there is no standard 

definition. And what it is a case of will eventually, in the end, be defined gradually. 

However, selecting an empirical case, or in other words sampling, in field research 

involves the selection of research site, time, people, events (Merriam, 1998), and in my 

particular case also a focal system (a representation of IT), a community, and last a 

practice. The selection of site, time, people, events, system, community, and practice is 

how the case is constructed and gradually defines what it is − a case of. 

 In order to select a research site I applied a nonprobability, theoretical, 

(Merriam, 1998), and purposeful (Patton, 1990) sampling strategy. First, sampling is 

often divided into two categories, probability and nonprobability sampling. Nonprobabil-

ity sampling is the most common qualitative sampling strategy and also the most 

appropriate according to for example Merriam (1998). A nonprobability sampling 

strategy also implies that no statistical generalizations can be generated from the sample 

– hence “nonprobability” sampling. Second, purposeful sampling implies that the 

researcher select a sample that is information-rich (Patton, 1990) and from which one can 

learn the most in relation the study’s purpose – hence “purposeful” sampling (Merriam, 

1998). Third, in order to avoid getting trapped in my preliminary preconceptualization, I 

incorporated a selection process commonly referred to as theoretical sampling (Ibid.). 

This means that I did not select the total sample in advance. Instead I selected an initial 

sample (research site and people) based on certain criteria (the first step in purposive 

sampling is to set up what criteria are most essential). The data generated from this 

sample then led me to the next site to include, people to interview etcetera. The purpose 

is to let sampling and the collection of data evolve, guided by the study’s emerging 

theoretical framework – hence “theoretical” sampling (Ibid.). 

 The first two criteria I set up were that the organization needed to actively work 

with information technology to support learning and knowledge sharing to improve work, 

and also would permit an in-depth, intimate, and longitudinal study. I began to look for 

organizations that provided IT-applications to support learning in organizations. I came 

across a law firm named AJB Berg Advokatbyrå (AJB). AJB provided legal support to 

their clients not only through direct personal advice, but also through their client’s 

intranet or other IT-solutions. AJB agreed to give me access to their organization and to 
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one of their clients, Siemens AB in Upplands Väsby. Access to one of AJB’s customers 

was of course a prerequisite (criterion one). Before I was granted access to AJB and 

Siemens AB, a non-disclosure agreement was signed. (see Appendix II). The first 

variable in my case was selected – the research site. As described above, I did not select 

the total sample site in advance. I started with AJB and Siemens AB in Upplands Väsby 

in the first phase, which I also used to formulate and define the definite problem and 

question to study.  

 The initial encounter with the empirical site and the emerging theoretical 

framework guided my first selection of people and system to study. Initially and together 

with my contact person at Siemens – Ulrich Morenga (manager of internal audit), we 

decided to begin interviewing six or seven of the most frequent users from a list of 20 

frequent users of the intranet application dedicated to legal support provided by AJB – 

the system. That was also one of the criteria set: the people I was going to study needed to 

be users of the system I was to study. At Siemens the commercial and financial managers 

are the most frequent users. These people are here referred to as commercial processors. 

The other criteria set were that the people and thus the users could be defined as members 

of a community gathered around a certain practice. This was confirmed after the first 

round of interviews, and the community of practice came to be defined as the community 

of commercial processing.  

 When it comes to the events, I could not study every event in relation to the 

selected site and people. First, I delimited the study to one particular process and 

activities in relation to the practice of commercial processing – the sales process. Second 

I chose to delimit the events that in some way were related to the sales process and 

commercial processing. These events are all part of the ecology of community learning 

activities, such as: legal support meetings between commercial representatives from 

different business units, head of internal audit, and representatives from AJB; one-to-one 

interactions and discussions over the phone; specific one-to-one interactions with AJB; 

on-site visits to other members; community gatherings such as coffee-breaks and lunch 

meetings between community members; community related projects, e.g. the develop-

ment of a new Siemens sales agreement; intranet interactions, e.g. e-mail conversations, 

searching and collecting information, and publishing and distribution of community 

related information; AJB education and training courses; and specific Legal Support 

interactions. These events constitute actions that are all defined as appropriations of 

structures. 
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  Lastly we have the time scope, I came, very early, to the conclusion that 

selecting and studying a community of practice with the aim of developing a model of the 

relation between CoP and IT takes time and requires a longitudinal study. This study was 

of course made even more difficult due to the lack of previous research of the dialectical 

relation between communities of CoP and IT. This meant that I needed to integrate 

premises from both organization research and information systems research into a 

preliminary framework and a model, which I later on used to analyze and illustrate the 

very model this thesis aims to contribute.  

5.3 The Theoretical Framework and Model 
In this study, the aim has not been to explicitly test existing theories or hypotheses 

derived from theory. Instead, theory has rather been applied to empirical data in order to 

generate what I refer to as a theoretically informed interpretation of empirical data, which 

then also came to illustrate, and in a way also confirm, theory embedded in the model I 

have developed. Theory and empirical data thus came to mutually constitute the general 

aim of the thesis, which is to contribute to existing theories of communities of practice by 

including the concept of IT and generating a theoretical model of the relations. 

 The present theoretical framework with the preliminary model of the relation 

between CoP and IT has been constructed from the interplay between existing theories of 

organization research and information system (IS) research. Initially, existing theory 

takes the role of sensitizing framework (Patton, 1990). The framework involves concepts 

such as communities of practice, learning, structuration, duality of technology, and of 

course information technology. These concepts and constructs guides the construction of 

the preliminary model, provides direction into how data are given meaning in the 

particular context of the present study, and how to think about empirical data in general.  

 In my case, the study’s theoretical framework can be pictured as a set of 

interlocking frames of reference through which I approach and conduct this research 

study. The outermost frame is the discipline and main research literature that I aim to 

contribute to. In my case it is organization theory, organizational learning, and communi-

ties of practice literature. It is from this literature and larger frame that I have come to 

identify a “gap” in the literature. The second and innermost frame is the more exact 

references from which I came to define the research problem, purpose, and questions. 

The innermost frame also represents the references from which I have built the theoreti-
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cal framework presented in Chapters Two to Four, e.g. communities of practice as set out 

in Wenger (1998), the structurational model of technology (Orlikowski, 1992), and 

Adaptive Structuration Theory (AST) (DeSanctis & Poole, 1994). The main argument as 

to why I chose to focus on communities of practice theory is the need to identify and 

frame learning that take place through informal, detailed work practice, rather than 

through formal processes often described by management literature. The innermost frame 

also guides the research process in terms of data collection, analysis, and lastly how to 

present the study’s findings. From this frame one can generalize both theory and data 

back towards the more general outer frame of reference.  

 The innermost frame can be said to have been summarized in Chapter Four and 

concluded by the CoPIT model and adherent four analytical frames and components, i.e. 

CoP, IT, IT in Action, and Relations. Hence, for analytical purposes, the study of the 

relation between communities of practice and IT has been divided into four components 

with adherent analytical frames. Where the first component deals here with the focal 

community of practice identified. The second component deals with the structural 

properties of the focal IT system. The third component deals with the use of IT in the 

practice of the community, more specifically how IT structures are appropriated for use 

in the context of community of practice. The last and fourth component focus on relations 

between the IT, the community of practice, and appropriations of IT structures.  

5.4 A General Research Agenda for Data Collection 
In order to be able to interpret, illustrate, and analyze the different components in the 

CoPIT model, one needs a research agenda for how to collect data and create an 

understanding about the variables in the model. Based on DeSanctis & Poole (1994), the 

research agenda summarized in Table 5.1 has been developed and conducted accordingly. 

In brief, the first step was to assess and develop an understanding about the participants 

and members of a given community of practice with the help of interviews that focus on 

the different components of CoP. Secondly, I needed to develop an understanding about 

the actual context in which members are situated and relate to by reading annual reports, 

organizational charts, process diagrams, and interviews with members of the official 

organization. The third step was to focus on the actual CoP, and that was done by reading 

different documents, interviews, and observations with members of the CoP and 

participants in the organization the CoP is affiliated to. The fourth and fifth steps were 
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both related to information technology. First I needed to assess and develop an under-

standing about the overall IT infrastructure, which the focal system or application is 

embedded or part of and then focus on the actual application one have chosen to study in 

detail. During step five I focused on the IT component of the CoPIT model. Steps six and 

seven were about assessing and developing an understanding about appropriations and 

relations by using the analytical frames of IT in Action and Relations of the CoPIT 

model.  

 
Research Procedure  Data Collection                  Benchmark/Comparative  

  Technique                 Measure 
 

1. Assess and develop Semi-structured interviews The CoP component   
understanding about with members and participants   
participants and members. of the community of practice. 
 
2. Develop Readings of annual reports and Formal descriptions of the official 
understanding of the organizational charts, interviews organization and environment 
official organization and with members and participants. that participants and members are 
organizational environment. are affiliated to. 
 
3. Assess and develop  Readings of documents,  The CoP component  
understanding of the focal interviews and observations   
community of practice. with participants and members    
 of the community of practice.  
 
4. Assess and develop Interview with representatives Descriptions of IT- 
understanding of the from the IT-department, readings  infrastructure, which the system 
IT infrastructure of document describing the IT  is embedded in. 
 infrastructure etcetera. 
 
5. Assess and develop Reviewing user manuals and  The IT component 
understanding of the user statistics,  interviews with   
focal information technology users, listening to spoken  
under study (Legal Support) discussion about the system,  
 observations of the application itself 
 
6. Assess and develop Interviews with participants and  The IT in Action component 
understanding of members, observations of users  
appropriations of IT and written or spoken speech acts  
 concerning the system’s  
 structural properties, Shadowing 
 one member of the community. 
 
7. Assess and develop Same as in research procedure 6.    The Relations component 
understanding of the   
relationship between  
the community of  
practice, appropriations, 
and  IT. 

 
 
Table 5.1 General Research Agenda for Data Collection 
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 Going into details, first, for a given community of practice, a clear understand-

ing of the participants and members that constitute the community of practice was first 

developed. In this particular case, a group of respondents were chosen on the basis 

geographical scope and on what they could contribute to the understanding of the 

phenomenon. Due to the geographical scope and distributed character of the community 

of commercial processing, and in order to achieve a holistic picture of the community and 

its participants and members, the group of respondents involved people formally 

affiliated to different business units and operating groups at Siemens. That is to say it was 

a purposeful and theoretical sampling rather than statistical, as described earlier. This 

understanding was primarily produced through interviews and conversations with people 

defined as practitioners and members of the focal community of practice. Such an 

understanding should be more systematic than just a simple formal job description; it 

should describe the respondents along meaningful and comparable dimensions (cf. 

DeSanctis & Poole, 1994) that reflect their level of participation and membership in the 

community of practice. The second step, before turning to the actual community of 

practice, was to produce a general understanding of the official organization and 

organizational environment which members where affiliated to. The third step was to 

produce a deeper understanding of the focal community of practice and the structural 

properties that constituted the focal community of practice. 

 The second major component in the CoPIT model is IT and the focal 

application or system, to study, which here was represented by Legal Support application 

on Siemens’ intranet. The first step in terms of data collection was to develop a general 

understanding about the IT infrastructure in general. This was chiefly done by asking the 

IT department to present the IT infrastructure of the official organization and describe the 

intranet. The next step was to develop a deeper understanding of the focal IT application. 

This is where scaling and the classification scheme described comes in. In order to scale 

the focal information technology into the set of components described in the previous 

chapter, the researcher can for example read user manuals, review statements of 

designers, managers or spokesmen of the system, and speak to users of the system. In 

terms of the spirit, which is a property of the system as it is presented to users (DeSanctis 

& Poole, 1994), one can consult designers and developers, talking to project managers or 

champions of particular applications, reading tutorials or educational material, and 

considering user’s interpretations and perceptions of the system (Ibid). In my case, most 

of these data have been collected from the focal events described later in Chapter 6 (i.e. 
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commercial processing and sales process) and from users and thus members of the focal 

community of practice. 

 Third, we have the CoPIT model’s third component, which concerns the very 

act of bringing the structures of the system into the practice of the community, i.e. 

appropriations of IT, referred to in the model as IT in Action. Accordingly, the sixth step 

in the research agenda was to assess and collect data about how participants and members 

of the community of practice used the system (invoked specific structures for use in the 

context of the community of practice) and the beliefs, meanings, and interpretations they 

displayed and expressed. Thus, first I needed to identify and document appropriations of 

the intranet application and adherent structures. These appropriations were evidenced as 

four different dimensions (types of appropriations) described above as appropriation 

moves. The latter were examined at a micro level, primarily by interpreting speech acts of 

individual members, observing sequences of speech acts that occurred during formal and 

informal meetings, or that occurred as members interacted with the focal intranet 

application. Members’ discussions (speech acts) about the application were very 

important because they brought the focal application and structures into the realm of the 

community of practice, i.e. structures that were invoked in the practice of the community. 

Last, the CoPIT model recognizes four key relations that operate simultaneously and 

reciprocally in the interaction between CoP and IT. So in terms of collecting and 

assessing data regarding relations between the components in the CoPIT model I needed 

to identify speech acts, observations, and interactions that reflected the four relations set 

out in the CoPIT model. Thus, four relations needed to be identified and assessed. In 

sum, interactions between the components in the CoPIT model needed to be established 

in order to create an understanding about the CoPIT model’s four relations. 

5.5 Collecting Empirical Data 
Following the thesis purpose and my previous experience of interviews (Martinsson & 

Rönn (Lippert), 2001; Rönn (Lippert) & Winther, 2002) respondents were chosen based 

on their experience of working with Siemens’ intranet and Legal Support provided by 

AJB. A prerequisite was that they actually used Legal Support application to get their job 

done, and could provide detailed information of how and why they used it. Thus, I 

needed to identify a group of people that used the intranet to engage in a shared practice 

pursuing a joint enterprise. Eight individuals were contacted by phone in order to verify 
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that they used the intranet and the focal system, i.e. Legal Support in relation their work 

practice. Thus, the sampling of respondents was strategic and purposeful, rather than 

random. 

 During the next phase I contacted all respondents to set up an interview 

schedule (see Appendix I). The purpose of this first round of interviews was to become 

familiar with the respondents, their work, and how Legal Support on the intranet was 

related to their work. As the intention at that point was to get a general understanding of 

the respondent’s work situation, I used an open interview technique without predefined 

questions. I also informed the respondents that I had signed a non-disclosure agreement, 

and that they would get the chance to review all material before publication. I also asked 

all respondents for permission to record the interview, which all agreed to do. The 

interviews ranged from half an hour to one and a half hours.  

 Based on my previous experience of transcribing interview material (Martins-

son & Rönn (Lippert)), and the fact that the purpose with the interviews was to get 

oriented with the empirical setting, I chose not to transcribe the interviews. Instead I 

chose to put my time into listening to the interviews over and over, looking for patterns 

of relevance to the study, and when I found something of interest I transcribed these 

passages word by word. 

 Another purpose of the interviews was to identify and select a phase and events 

of a larger business process to gather data from.  This is in its entirety often time 

consuming and not practical. Since the purpose of the case was to illustrate rather than 

describe, it was more realistic to focus on relevant information-rich events and to 

concentrate on gathering data about these events. Therefore, I let the first round of 

interviews guide my selection of phase to gather data about, which turned out to be the 

sales phase (from here on referred to as the sales process). 

 In the next interview round the same group of respondents, except for two 

respondents, was interviewed a second time (see Appendix I). This time the interviews 

became more structured since I had finished the theoretical framework, my understanding 

of the empirical setting, and delimited the data collection to the sales process. The same 

open interview technique was used, but this time the focal attention was on their work 

practice in relation to the sales process, and the role of the intranet and Legal Support. 

Before meeting each respondent, I listened to the earlier interview material so I would not 

repeat myself or miss any important questions. This time the aim was to develop a deeper 
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understanding of how and why Legal Support provided through the intranet was used in 

their work practice.  

 During the two interview sessions conducted, numerous e-mails were also 

interchanged between the respondents at Siemens AB and AJB’s Communication 

Manager. One of these e-mails resulted in a meeting with the head of Siemens’ IT 

department (see Appendix I). The purpose of this meeting was to become familiar with 

Siemens’ IT infrastructure. During this period I also conducted two observations. First, I 

participated in one of the meetings between Siemens AB and AJB, which are held every 

third month at Siemens AB. These events are later referred to as legal support meetings. I 

also attended, as a passive observer, a basic course in contract law held for the employees 

at Siemens AB. It was a one-day course held by AJB in May 11th 2004. 

 The third round of interviews took place almost two years after the second 

interview session (see Appendix I). The same group of respondents from the second 

round plus two more persons were interviewed face-to-face as well as by telephone, and 

the purpose with these interviews was to validate and crosscheck if anything new had 

happened or changed since the first and second session. I also conducted two formal 

interview sessions with the manager for Siemens AB’s IT infrastructure and another 

commercial manager at Siemens. In addition I conducted two days of shadowing of one 

respondent (see Appendix I). 

 In sum, empirical data was collected mainly through interviews, observations, 

and shadowing. I have also collected secondary-data in the form of documents, e.g. user 

statistics, e-mails, annual reports, company web pages, intranet pages, formal work 

descriptions, and organization charts. Yet again, the purpose of the empirical study has 

not been to test the theoretical model. Rather it has been an attempt to apply theory to 

empirical data and vice versa in order to develop a theoretically informed interpretation 

and to develop a conceptual model of this interpretation. As discussed earlier, the CoPIT 

model has been developed from the interplay between inductively derived data, literature 

reviews, and theorizing. The research study is analytic, illustrative, and explanatory, 

rather than descriptive. 

5.6 Units of Analysis 
The theoretical framework and the working model (CoPIT) presented in part in Chapters 

2-4 describe the key concepts of CoP and IT and the presumed relationships between 
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them. The main part of the framework came from previous research, but the way it was 

patterned in this particular case and in relation to a particular CoP and IT was derived 

inductively and empirically. Thus, I use the theoretical framework to analyze, structure, 

and explicate the relationship between IT and the concept of communities of practice that 

was derived from theory. Findings have been derived from the interplay between the 

theoretical framework and empirical data. In respect to data analysis, theory has been 

applied to the four dimensions of the CoPIT model. The research process also implies 

that the interplay between theory and empirical data have led to changes and refinement 

in the theoretical framework. Thus, it has evolved and developed next to fieldwork. 

 In this study, multiple units of analysis and several levels of data analysis have 

been conducted. In terms of units of analysis, the four dimensions in the CoPIT model 

explicitly define them while the first level of analysis and presentation of the study’s 

findings is the descriptive account of the empirical context (given in Chapter 6). Chapter 

7 then takes us from a rather straightforward description of the context to the second level 

of analysis. The latter implies moving beyond basic descriptive data to a somewhat more 

abstract level of analysis, where the theoretical framework is used to analyze empirical 

data and also to illustrate the CoPIT model’s components. In brief, Chapters 7-9 thus 

analyze and illustrate the CoP component, IT, and IT in Action. Chapter 10 concerns the 

third level of analysis, and involves theorizing and making inferences about findings 

presented in the first- and second-level analysis. It is a step towards a conceptual model 

that integrates the first three components and illustrates the relations between communi-

ties of practice and IT, which takes place through appropriations of structures. This has 

not yet been covered by community of practice theory as set out in Brown & Duguid 

(1991), Lave & Wenger (1991), and especially Wenger (1998). The aim of Chapters 6-10 

will be to try to illustrate and also in a way strengthen and confirm the relevance of the 

CoPIT model and show how communities of practice and IT mutually shape and 

constitute each other over time. 

5.7 Validity, Reliability, and Generalizability 
The question of whether the concepts of validity, reliability, and generalization are 

suitable criteria for judging the quality of qualitative research, and if they should be 

replaced with more suitable concepts (e.g. credibility, confirmability, and transferability) 

is widely debated among qualitative researchers (e.g. Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 
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1990; Merriam, 1998). However, for the purposes of this thesis, the concepts of validity, 

reliability, and generalization are used. 

 In order to establish internal validity, the relevance between the study’s 

findings and the realities of the people I came to study, I came to use four techniques: 

triangulation, member checks, peer examination, and iterative interviews (see Merriam, 

1998). In aspects of triangulation, I collected data through a combination of interviews, 

observations, and document analysis. This allowed me, for example, to check observa-

tions in the field against what respondents told me, but also against what could be read 

from documents gathered from the field. Secondly, member checks allowed me to let the 

participants check my findings and interpretation of data, and comment on the congru-

ence between their own situation and understandings of the data versus my interpreta-

tions. Member checks were made throughout the course of the study, mainly through 

telephone and email conversations. Third, peer examination is more or less built into the 

study. In my case, the following professors have reviewed my work. Lars Engwall 

(professor of business administration), Jan Löwstedt (professor of business administra-

tion), Jan Lindvall (associate professor of business administration), and Sven Carlsson 

(professor of informatics). Together they represent expert knowledge in both organization 

theory and information systems theory. Having four voices that represent both research 

disciplines further enhances the internal validity. During the course of the study I have 

also received comments on my findings from other doctoral students and professors from 

the Swedish Research School of Management and Information Technology, which I am 

affiliated to through Uppsala University. Finally, I have conducted what I refer to as 

iterative interviews. This means that I have interviewed some of the respondents up to 

three times. This technique allowed me to follow up and verify my interpretations from 

previous interviews, which further enhances the internal validity. 

 The traditional meaning of reliability concerns whether a study will yield the 

same result if it is repeated (Merriam, 1998). In this study, reliability is thought more of 

as whether an outsider would agree that the results make sense given the data collected, 

i.e. if the results are consistent and dependable in relation to data. This definition is in 

line with Lincoln & Guba (1985) and Merriam (1998), and is thought to fit qualitative 

research better due to its highly multifaceted and contextual nature (Merriam, 1998). In 

order to ensure high reliability, I have tried to give an illustrative account of the 

theoretical framework and model presented in Part One. It is my belief that if the reader 

understands how concepts, e.g. community, practice, and learning, are conceptualized in 
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the study, it will facilitate his or her judgment whether the results are consistent with the 

data given. I have also tried to give a descriptive account of the research process, 

including how the research problem, the purpose, and the questions were developed. In 

addition I have described how the theoretical framework was developed and its role in the 

present study. When it comes to the empirical presentation, I have tried to give an 

informative description of the research site from where data have been collected. Due to 

the rather limited number of interviewees and the distributed character of these actors, I 

have tried to use quotations and informative illustrations about actors, processes, and 

activities that I found meaningful for the purpose of the study. Finally, I have described 

how the empirical context was selected, data collected, and how the analysis proceeded. 

This has been done in order to facilitate for the reader to follow how the research inquiry 

was conducted and to assess whether the study’s results make sense or not. 

 How one thinks about external validity and generalizability, i.e. to what extent 

can findings generated from one study be applied and transferred to other situations and 

contexts (Merriam, 2002), depends on the researchers basic assumptions about reality and 

knowledge. In my case I do not aim to generalize my findings statistically. My findings 

have been generated from a small sample that was selected purposefully to ensure 

information richness. Consequently, these finding reflect situation-specific conditions in 

a particular context (Ibid.)  

 In my case, generalization (i.e. to form general notions by abstraction from 

particular instances) includes inputs (particular instances) in the form of theoretically 

informed interpretations of empirical data, and the output (general notions) of generaliz-

ing here is a conceptual model of the relation between IT and communities of practice 

(cf. Lee & Baskerville, 2003). Thus, the concluding CoPIT model has been generated 

from the interplay between theory and empirical data generated through fieldwork. The 

validity of this conceptual model, and if it is generalizable or transferable beyond the 

immediate empirical context of the study is at this stage largely a case of  “user-

generalizability” (Merriam, 1998; 2002). 

5.7 Conclusion 
This doctoral thesis and research study adheres to an interpretative philosophy, a 

qualitative research design, and longitudinal research case study. During the first phase of 

a literature review was conducted. This implied that research problems, preliminary 
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research questions, and purpose were outlined in a topic proposal. This came to constitute 

the thesis’ introduction. After the opening chapter that outlines the thesis topic, back-

ground, purpose etcetera, a research design was developed. In order to fulfill the purpose 

of the thesis a basic qualitative research design was chosen. The next phase was to 

develop the theoretical framework, which began shortly after the topic proposal was 

presented and accepted. The first version of the theoretical framework was developed 

shortly thereafter. Along with the development of the theoretical framework, the selection 

of research site or empirical case was made. I was granted access to Siemens AB and 

AJB. From the empirical setting a first, second, and third round of data collection was 

then conducted. During these phases data was collected through interviews, observations, 

shadowing, and from secondary data in the form of documents such as user statistics, 

annual reports, web pages etcetera. After that, the phase of presenting the empirical 

setting and illustrations took place. The concluding analysis and presentation of 

conclusions began shortly after. This research project ended with notes on future research 

and concluding remarks. 
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PART TWO  
EMPIRICAL ILLUSTRATIONS, CONCLUSIONS, 
AND FINAL DISCUSSION  

 
 

This part aims at illustrating and analyzing the different components of the CoPIT model 

and adherent constructs and characteristics. It provides illustrations and analysis of the 

relations between CoP and IT and how they mutually constitute and shape each other. Part 

Two consists of six chapters. Chapter 6 – Empirical Setting – describes the research site, 

people, events, practice, community, and the information technology that I have chosen to 

study and from where I have collected data. Chapter 7 – Community of Practice – provides 

illustrations and analysis with respect to the CoPIT model and the adherent analytic frame 

of Communities of Practice. Chapter 8 – Information Technology (IT) – presents 

illustrations and analysis with respect to the second component of the CoPIT model, which 

is the analytical frame of information technology. Chapter 9 – IT in Action – the CoPIT 

model’s third component gives illustrations and analysis in respect to the act of bringing 

the social structures of the IT into action, referred to as appropriations of IT. Chapter 10 – 

Relations – identifies and illustrates interactions between the community of practice and IT 

and how they shape each other through appropriations. The intention is to break down 

interactions between the community of practice, appropriations, and the information 

technology, and thereby extend them into patterns of interaction characteristics of a 

particular setting in order to identify and illustrate relations between the community of 

practice and information technology. Part Two ends with Chapter 11 – Final Discussion – 

that presents conclusions, implications, future research, and ends with some closing 

remarks.  
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CHAPTER 6  
EMPIRICAL SETTING 

 

This chapter will introduce the empirical setting in terms of the research site, people, 

practice, events, and IT system. It is not meant to be a thick description of the life 

communities of practice and the use of IT. The aim is rather to introduce and to create a 

general understanding of the empirical setting from which data is collected and illustra-

tions, analysis, and conclusions are to be drawn.  

6.1 Siemens AB, AJB and Legal Support 

6.1.1 Siemens AB18 
Siemens AB, which is the formal organization where the study took place, is part of the 

SIEMENS AG Corporation. It is a multinational company, which at the time of the 

empirical study had operations in 190 countries worldwide, employed over 400,000 

people, and had a turnover of approximately 93,495 million euro. The majority of 

SIEMENS’ operations are based on a history of providing products and services in 

electrical engineering and electronics.  

 SIEMENS operates mainly within the following business areas:  

 

– Information and Communications providing ICT solutions and products. 
 
– Automation and Control supplying products, systems, solutions, and services for 
industrial and building automation. 
 
– Power offering a comprehensive spectrum of energy solutions, ranging from electricity 
generation to the transport of electrical energy from powers plant to consumers. 
 
– Transportation providing rail and automotive systems, making mobility more efficient 
and environmentally friendly. 
 
– Medical offering complete solutions, services and consulting for the healthcare 
community. 

                                                
18 October 1, 2007 – September 30, 2008 (http://w1.siemens.com/annual/08/en/key_figures.htm). 
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– Lighting specializing in lighting sources, related electronics control gear and light 
management systems. (SIEMENS Annual Report 2004:18) 

 

SIEMENS has operated in Sweden for the last 110 years, and the Swedish 

branch employs approximately 4,500 employees divided across eight different compa-

nies: Siemens AB, Siemens Business Services AB, Siemens Laser Analytics, Siemens 

Industrial Turbomachinery AB, Siemens Finans AB, OSRAM AB, BSH Hushållsappa-

rater, and Fujitsu Siemens Computer AB. Together these companies provide services and 

products within the business areas above plus Financing and Home Appliances. In 2010, 

the Swedish branch of Siemens AG reached a turnover of 18 billion SEK. The head 

office of Siemens AB is in Upplands Väsby. 

 In brief, Siemens AB (from here on Siemens if not stated otherwise) employs 

approximately 1,000 co-workers and provides products, systems, and solutions within the 

following business areas: Information & Communications, Automation & Control, 

Medical Solutions, Power, and Transportation. Of these the study has been delimited to 

the following business units and operating groups within Siemens: Information & 

Communication (Mobile Networks), Transportation (Transportation Systems), Automa-

tion & Control (Automation & Services, Siemens Dematic, Siemens Laser Analytics 

AB), and Power (Power Generation). Further, Siemens has many business relationships, 

but it is a certain relationship that is particularly important for this research study and that 

is the formal business relationship Siemens has with the law firm AJB Bergh Advo-

katbyrå AB (from here on AJB). 

6.1.2 AJB 
AJB is a Swedish law firm founded in 1999 employing around 20 co-workers at the time 

of the study. AJB offers professional legal advice within a wide range of areas such as 

competition law, labor law, industrial & trade law, and IT & telecom law. The business 

relation between Siemens and AJB can be characterized as a close co-operation aiming to 

assure the quality of Siemens’ agreements, contracts, and other related legal issues in 

order to reduce risks and with them legal costs. AJB provides for example advice and 

support regarding agreements of purchasing, service, distribution, co-operation, etcetera. 

AJB also helps Siemens draw up agreements, assists in negotiations when entering into 

agreements, and gives advice about interpretation of agreements. Furthermore, AJB also 

informs Siemens of new law cases and legislation. AJB also comments on standard 
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agreements and suggestions for how to improve the terms of the agreements. However, 

most importantly and in relation to the purpose of the study, AJB provides some of these 

services through Siemens’ intranet as a complement to the legal advices that are mediated 

through face-to-face encounters, formal meetings, e-mails, phone conversations or 

training courses held by AJB. As this study focuses on the relationship between 

communities of practice and information technology, it follows that it emphasizes Legal 

Support provided through the Siemens intranet in terms of the IT dimension. This part or 

“application” of Siemens’ intranet is referred to as Legal Support or just LS.  

 In the case of AJB, the idea to provide legal advice and support through the use 

of information technology, as in this particular case Siemens’ intranet, came about in 

1998. This was even before AJB started as a company. The founder of AJB – Jonas 

Bergh, initiated the idea. At that time he was partner at Lagerlöf & Leman law firm 

(today Linklaters). At Lagerlöf & Leman, Bergh worked closely with Siemens for many 

years. The work mostly concerned legal advice and support when entering into negotia-

tions with customers and suppliers. Bergh was also responsible for all the training and 

courses related to commercial law held at Siemens at that time. The purpose with the 

education was to teach the employees at Siemens to handle most of the commercial issues 

themselves. 

6.1.3 Legal Support 
In short, Legal Support was based on the long and extended work with Siemens together 

with the rapid development of the Internet that Jonas Bergh came up with the idea to use 

Siemens’ intranet to complement the legal advice and support Lagerlöf & Leman 

provided. Bergh was given the responsibility to develop this idea further. The goal at that 

time was to improve the quality of the agreements Siemens entered into with customers 

and suppliers in order to lower Siemens overall legal costs per se. In 1999, Bergh left 

Lagerlöf & Leman to start his own law firm, today known as AJB Bergh Advokatbyrå 

AB. Siemens continued their relationship with Jonas Bergh and became one of AJB’s 

first clients. At AJB, the idea to provide legal support via Siemens’ intranet continued, 

and the service of providing legal advice and support through information technology 

today goes by the name of AJB ATLAS. 

 In Siemens’ case, Legal Support that is provided through their intranet is more 

or less a collection of web pages on the intranet. According to AJB this collection of web 

pages is a form of digital handbook (ATLAS), which contains detailed descriptions of a 
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wide range of issues that are important to consider when working with agreements for 

trade and industry and when entering into negotiations with suppliers or buyers. 

According to AJB, the handbook can for example lead to a more effective allocation of 

resources, and by using it for smaller routine transactions and personal legal advice for 

larger specialized ones, one can lower the overall cost of legal advice. It also offers 

learning opportunities, as co-workers can learn more about the practice of law. According 

to AJB, it is also an effective tool for structuring, storing, and developing the company’s 

knowledge base about legal practice, especially about commercial aspects. 

 At the time of the study, approximately 1,000 co-workers had access to 

Siemens’s intranet and to Siemens version of AJB’s digital handbook. Technically, all 

information that Siemens has chosen to include that is related to the handbook is 

integrated into Siemens’ intranet, like any other web page on the Internet (the main 

difference is that intranets use firewalls to restrict access and to secure information from 

outside the organization). Legal Support is accessed either by using the search engine on 

the intranet or through the link “Legal Support” on the intranet. Accessing Legal Support 

is more or less a three-step procedure.  

 In Siemens’ case, Legal Support includes the following modules: Sales, 

Purchase, Standard Agreements, Checklists, Course Program News, and Other Questions. 

In these modules, Siemens’ employees can find information, advices, and practical help 

regarding legal and commercial aspects in relation to their work. In short, Siemens’ Legal 

Support is built around a few standard modules, which also can be modified or removed 

if wanted. Entirely new modules can also be added easily. Since the implementation of 

Legal Support, Siemens has for example modified an existing module and added their 

own templates for preparing offers. The structure of the modules is very simple. Every 

module is divided into chapters, which also can have subchapters. More or less, it is 

structured like a book. 
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The contents of the seven modules are:   

 

(1) Sales processes: processing requests, preparing offers, guidelines when entering 
negotiations, rules for public procurements, intellectual properties, and interna-
tional trade.  

 
(2) Purchasing processes: information of legal nature when Siemens, as opposed to 

selling, assumes the role of purchaser, e.g. advice and commentaries regarding 
receiving an offer, placing an order, payments and purchasing agreements in 
general.  

 
(3) Standard agreements: commentaries about different standard agreements, rec-

ommendations when entering terms of delivery, and company templates for 
agreements.  

 
(4) Checklists: what to think about when entering agreements, contracts, but also 

projects in general. These checklists are also adjusted to fit Siemens operations 
and routines.   

 
(5) Course programs: descriptions of all training courses that AJB, offers to Sie-

mens. For example, commercial contract law (basic and advanced). All courses 
are adjusted to suit Siemens situation and needs. 

 
(6) News: information about new case law and legislations relevant to Siemens.  

 
(7) Questions: all kinds of questions of legal nature that are not covered by the 

other modules. 

6.1.4 Legal Support Meeting 
Another important point of reference in terms of the relationship between Siemens 

and AJB is Legal Support meeting that takes place every third month (from 2007 

every sixth month). The participants at these meetings are representatives from AJB, 

financial and commercial managers from respective Business Area at Siemens, and 

the manager of internal audit at Siemens.  

 At these meetings the processors have the opportunity to ask AJB for example 

to produce new comments to standard agreements not previously used, modify or 

update existing ones or translate certain comments to English etcetera. Participants 

can also ask for changes such as adding, modifying, or even removing a certain 

function, module, section, document or text. For example, at one of the meetings a 

decision was taken to translate a Swedish agreement into English, which later was put 

on Legal Support. Another example was the idea to modify the search function on 
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legal support, so one could search alphabetically. A third example presented at the 

meeting was a new layout of Legal Support’s first page.  

In terms of legal support meetings there are some general patterns identified 

which I will describe further. One recurrent process is the decision to create a new 

document and upload it to Legal Support. In general, the process starts with either 

AJB or Siemens informing the meeting that for example a new version of a standard 

agreement is out. A discussion about the implications of the new agreement is usually 

undertaken, ending with a decision as to whether AJB should produce a document 

that explains e.g. the difference between the old and the new agreement and adherent 

implications for Siemens businesses. After a decision is taken to have AJB produce 

the document, AJB later on creates the document and presents it to the Internal Audit 

Manager at Siemens, who either accepts or rejects it. If it is accepted, it is usually 

uploaded to Legal Support straight away. At the next meeting it is recorded in the 

minutes that the document has been created, accepted, and uploaded to Legal 

Support. 

 Another example related to new documents is when Siemens produced a 

document with a summary of all the insurance policies Siemens had. The episode 

started when the Internal Audit Manager announced at one of Legal Support meetings 

that Siemens was going to provide education regarding insurance issues later on 

during the spring. He also announced that Siemens was going to publish information 

about insurance issues on the intranet. At the same meeting, he informed that one of 

Siemens employees had already created a document with a summary of what kind of 

insurance protection Siemens had at the moment and that it was available on the 

intranet. The business area that was responsible for the document was going to send 

out an e-mail informing employees about the document and a link to it. The 

participants also decided to send the document to AJB for an opinion. At the next 

meeting, AJB stated that the document was good but some improvements could be 

made. The participants decided to make the changes suggested. AJB in turn was to 

send the document with the changes made to the Internal Audit Manager, who was to 

forward it to the “owner” of the document. The meeting also took the decision to put 

a link to the document on Legal Support. In addition, the participants decided that the 

document was going to be reviewed and talked about at the upcoming course on 

insurance policies held by Siemens. At the next meeting, it was taken to the protocol 

that the changes proposed by AJB had been made and the modified document 
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uploaded to the intranet. Two participants, from Siemens and AJB, who both 

participated in the course on insurance, confirmed that the document was regarded as 

a bit too complex to read and understand. The meeting decided that AJB was to 

produce a document with instructions on how to handle insurance issues, which was 

to be found at Legal Support. It was also announced that a link between the document 

on the Siemens intranet and Legal Support had been created. At the next meeting, 

AJB told that the document with instructions regarding insurances had been created 

and approved by the Internal Audit Manager and was to be found on Legal Support. 

Participants from Siemens responded with the comment that the instructions were 

good, but a shorter version was asked for. This was later provided. A link to the 

instructions from the original document with the summary of insurances was also 

created shortly after. 

 At another meeting one of the commercial processors asked if AJB could 

produce a checklist with information about what often separates Swedish and German 

law when it comes to business and commercial agreements. At the following meeting 

AJB stated that such a checklist was to be created and subsequently uploaded to 

Legal Support. Later, at a meeting in June 2005, the Internal Audit Manager 

announced that the checklist containing information on what one should check when 

an agreement comes from German but Swedish law applies was now to be found on 

Legal Support. 

 One recurrent subject on the agenda is legal news of interest to Siemens. Most 

often it is AJB staff that announces if they believe that something of interest has 

happened recently. It could be a recent court decision of interest to Siemens or that a 

certain regulation is to be changed on a certain date. If the participants feel it is of 

interest to them and to Siemens, then they ask AJB to go ahead and put it under the 

News section in Legal Support. 

 One important task for AJB is to produce commentaries to certain standard 

agreements. In most cases there are already commentaries in place, so producing new 

commentaries is often triggered by either a new version of a particular standard 

agreement coming to their notice, or by Siemens having decided to start using a 

standard agreement not previously used. The procedure here is the very same as in 

most cases described above, i.e. (1) the need for commentaries is brought to the 

meeting’s attention, (2) a decision to create the commentaries is made by the meeting, 

(3) AJB produces the commentaries, (4) the commentaries are approved by Sie-
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mens/internal audit manager, then (5) uploaded to Legal Support, and last (6) 

confirmed, completed, and recorded in the minutes. Whether this process goes over a 

period of one or more meetings varies from case to case, of course. 

 Siemens often use more or less standardized templates when standard agree-

ments do not apply or need to be complemented by certain legal paragraphs etcetera. 

In this particular case, AJB informed at the meeting that they were reviewing the 

templates for agreements regarding selling consultancy services on behalf of 

Siemens, both the Swedish and English versions. It was recorded in the minutes that 

the new versions were to be delivered at the next meeting. At that meeting, the 

Internal Audit Manager informed that the templates had been delivered to him. They 

discussed the template and all agreed to put it on Legal Support in Swedish and 

English. 

 General suggestions regarding improvements to Legal Support are also brought 

up during legal support meetings. For example, at one meeting one of the participants 

from Siemens came up with the suggestion that Legal Support should have headlines 

in English, as well as other introductory text areas. This would make it a lot easier for 

non-Swedish employees at Siemens to use Legal Support and especially find the 

templates that were in English. The meeting agreed to have AJB make the changes. 

Later, at the next meeting, the Internal Audit Manager announced that the translations 

had been done and were implemented on Legal Support.  

6.2 Commercial Processing 
This section will illustrate the work of commercial processing in practice and the people 

at Siemens who handle this in their daily work. The illustrations aim to generate an 

empirical and contextual understanding of commercial processing in relation to the sales 

process and the commercial processor situated within the formal organization (Siemens 

AB). Note again that this chapter is not intended to be a thick description or narration of 

the life of commercial processing; the text will act more as points of reference in line 

with the purpose of the study. 

6.2.1 The Sales Process 
At Siemens it is mainly the commercial and financial managers that are responsible for 

the commercial part when entering a sales process. These people are here referred to as 

commercial processors. As argued in Chapter 5 (Research Method), this study focuses on 
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the commercial activities that take place in relation to a sales process. The present section 

illustrates in brief the activities that take place during a sales process and how it proceeds 

at Siemens from the commercial processors’ perspective. So, before the work of the 

commercial processors is described, a brief description of the sales process is given.19 

 The sales process at Siemens comprises nine phases in general. It begins when 

a prospective customer is found or a request is received, and the first phase in the sales 

process is to analyze requests. When a request arrives, it is the sales people’s job to go 

through the request and create what Siemens refer to as a Bid-No Bid, which is the second 

phase. A Bid-No Bid is a shorter version of the original request that includes a summary 

of the request and answers to some predefined questions. The sales manager then decides 

whether they should proceed with the request and create a formal offer to the customer. If 

a decision to bid is taken, the third phase begins, which is to create offer. To do so with 

adherent agreement varies, depending on the kind of product, system, or service offered, 

but in most cases it contains two different parts. The first part is technical in character, 

and the second part is administrative and commercial in character. The sales and support 

people are responsible for preparing the technical aspects of the offer. The commercial 

processors, on the other hand, are responsible for the administrative and commercial 

aspects of the offer. When a first draft of the offer and an adherent agreement has been 

created, it needs to be signed by both a technical engineer (usually a sales manager) and a 

commercial processor. Siemens calls this policy the “four eyes principle” and it is a 

company policy that is applied worldwide. This principle implies that a formal offer with 

adherent agreement is to be checked and signed by at least two people with different 

backgrounds, one with a technical background and one with a financial/commercial 

background. The people that signed the agreement are also responsible for the next phase, 

which is to formally release the offer (fourth phase). During the fifth phase, i.e. customer 

run-through, all co-workers allocated to the sales process and particular offer meet to 

discuss the offer in relation to the potential customer, the customer’s needs, and requests. 

Depending on the size, scope, and complexity of the business, this phase takes place 

either through formal meetings or informal gatherings e.g. in hallways or during lunches. 

During this phase, the co-workers also discuss the agenda and relevant questions that 

need to be raised before the upcoming negotiation phase; where the buyer [customer] and 

the seller [Siemens] come together to reach an agreement on how the business proposi-

                                                
19 The description is mainly based on interviews with the commercial processors. 
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tion should be stated formally in a written contract.20 The negotiating phase is often 

characterized by a bargain phase, which is the part of the negotiation that has to do with 

the transaction at hand.21 Usually this is the part where the buyer and the seller try to 

reach an agreement on price, quantity, terms of trade, etcetera that is mutually acceptable, 

and hopefully favorable to both parties. At Siemens the sales people are responsible for 

this phase, and when it comes to the administrative and commercial aspects the commer-

cial processor is there to support them if needed. If the business deal is very complex 

regarding its commercial aspects, Siemens’ lawyers may assist when entering the 

negotiations. The negotiating phase ends when the offer is accepted, and both parties sign 

a contract. After the negotiation is over everybody involved in the sales process meets to 

reflect, discuss, and analyze the outcome and how the sales process proceeded. This 

phase is more or less a “lesson-learned” meeting. In Siemens’ case, a sales process 

formally ends with the handover of a contract to the co-workers and project team 

responsible for delivering Siemens’ part of the contract. They in turn are responsible for 

delivering what has been stated in the contract, i.e. the project realization process. When 

this is done, the job is handed over to the co-workers responsible for the next process − 

service and aftermarket. 

 This is in short how the formal process of sales goes at Siemens in reference to 

the commercial processors. Now let us turn to the actual work of commercial processing 

in relation to this process. 

6.2.2 The Work of Commercial Processing 
 

I receive a request from the sales people on my desk. The sales manager keeps 
everything together and sometimes we get help from sales support. At this point 
I do not focus on risk management; it is more about what kind of commercial 
terms we want and how to include them in our formal offer to the customer.  
 (Commercial Processor – Power Generation) 

 

 The commercial processors’ engagement in the sales process begins when 

someone from the sales unit leaves a request from a prospective customer on their desk. 

At this stage a decision to bid has already been taken. The sales process has therefore 

                                                
20 Negotiation can be defined as “a process for resolving conflict between two or more parties whereby 
both or all modify their demands to achieve a mutually acceptable compromise [agreements]” (Kennedy et 
al., 1984, p. 12). 
21 “Bargain” can be seen as a part of “negotiate” and is “it is the most intense part of the negotiating pro-
cess” (Kennedy et al., 1984, p. 99; Roxenhall, 1999). 
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already begun when the request arrives at the commercial processor’s desk, but it is now 

the real work of processing the commercial aspects of the request begins. 

 The first thing the commercial processors do is to go over the request and 

analyze all the commercial aspects in order to find out what kinds of agreement and terms 

are applicable and favorable from Siemens’ perspective. A request can range from a 

couple of pages to more than a thousand, where approximately one third is commercial in 

character and the rest is technical.22 The technical part is taken care of by the engineers 

from the sales unit together with sales support. Requests also vary in commercial aspects. 

The commercial part of the requests might include everything from references to standard 

agreements together with hundreds of additional clauses to nothing more than a plain 

request to buy a product without reference to any commercial conditions whatever. The 

commercial character of the request also influences the processors in different ways. For 

example, if a customer requests that a certain standard agreement be used, the commer-

cial processors can choose to either accept the agreement or reject it. They also have the 

option to accept the proposed standard agreement but with some modifications, for 

example demanding that additional legal clauses should be included. This is also the 

normal case when requests already include commercial conditions to which to respond.  

 

We always receive a request with a business proposition first. Either we accept 
the request together with the suggested agreements or we propose exceptions 
where we make reference to those conditions and terms that we accept. There-
fore, we can accept a suggested agreement but with our exceptions.  
 (Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 

 

 An “exception” could be that Siemens adds a paragraph that states that 

liquidated damages could never exceed 15% of the price stated in the contract. This 

exception is then included in the proceeding offer together with the initial agreement. 

According to the processors it feels safer to include exceptions than to accept the 

agreements proposed in the initial request, especially when it involves commercial 

agreements and conditions that are unfamiliar to the processors or that Siemens seldom 

uses. They also felt it too time consuming and tiring to analyze every paragraph looking 

for potential risk factors and loopholes that might lead to problems in the future. When 

asked to use standard agreements the processors usually log on to Legal Support to check 

if there are any exceptions that are recommended for inclusion when using a certain 

                                                
22 When the commercial processors talk about the commercial part of the request they also include issues 
that are administrative in character.  
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standard agreement. The expression “better safe than sorry” applies very well to the 

processors’ situation here. The commercial processors could also choose to reject a 

suggested agreement and propose a totally different standard agreement or even suggest 

an agreement that the business units have produced themselves. The latter is usually not 

the case, as Siemens mostly operates in industries where standard agreements are well 

established and public procurements are common. As one of the commercial processors 

pointed out:  

 

I usually work with three established standard agreements. We can’t come with 
our own agreements that depart from what’s regarded as the  industry stand-
ard. That might work for the mobile industry! But not for us.  
 (Commercial Processor – Automation & Services). 

 

 In the case of public procurements, requests do not only involve standard 

agreements. Normally they also include hundreds of commercial and technical questions. 

Going through every one of these questions is a very time-consuming but necessary job, 

because bidders receive a certain score depending on the answers they give. The offer 

with the highest score gets the opportunity to enter into negotiations with the customer. 

 Another event that influences the processors’ work is if a sales manager 

decides to propose two different technical solutions or product features in an upcoming 

offer. The commercial processors then need to describe what kind of commercial 

conditions the different alternatives apply to. For example, a certain standard agreement 

applies to suggestion A and not to suggestion B. In the latter case, the processors may add 

an extended list of additional clauses together with the standard agreement suggested to 

solution A, or maybe propose a totally different agreement than the one that was 

suggested together with alternative A.  

 All these aspects above need to be considered when processing requests in 

relation to a proceeding offer. Contract processors make use of local standard templates 

that they have produced over time. These templates include preferred and frequently used 

standard agreements, comments, paragraphs, and conditions etcetera. They incorporate 

informal rules that have been institutionalized over time. They also incorporate official 

rules and policies that state the conditions under which Siemens’ employees may enter 

negotiations, approve agreements, and sign contracts. According to the processors, using 

templates makes it much easier to analyze requests in order to prepare the offers:  
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We use a template that includes our exceptions when we prepare offers. In the 
Bid – No Bid document, the sales people declare if it is possible to use our 
standard templates or not. If not, then we have to take a closer look at what to 
make of it and how to proceed.  
(Commercial processor – Automation & Control/Automation & Services) 

 

 The use of templates depends on the character of requests, offers, and 

customer relationships. If it implies (a) a standardized product/system, (b) a mature 

industry together with well-established standard agreements, or (3) a long-term customer 

relationship, it is much easier to apply templates. As two of the commercial processors 

expressed it:  

 

It is not so complicated because we only sell one product and some variations of 
it, which enables us to work with standard formulations and offers to a large 
extent […] We have a master template that we use and make adjustments to  
 (Commercial Processor – Laser Analytics). 
 
When you have had the same customer for more than ten years, then you know 
which agreements both of you are talking about.  
 (Commercial Processor – Mobile Networks and Solutions). 

 

 Requests that imply adjustments for different reasons and thus where 

templates do not apply are more problematic, according to the contract processors. It 

becomes a problem when requests include new or unfamiliar agreements, clauses, 

demands, etcetera, or when templates do not apply to a specific situation. The first kind 

of problem appears when there is a lack of knowledge and previous experience. For 

example, one of the commercial processors received a request that included a clause 

concerning royalties for a software program. In this particular request it was stated that 

the software would become the property of the customer once it had been delivered and 

implemented. The processor in charge had no previous experience concerning royalties 

and did not know how to handle this issue. The processor did not know if this was 

standard procedure. The only proper action according to the processor was to seek advice 

from someone else. Taking the decision herself implied too much risk. The second kind 

of problem arises when requests include commercial conditions that are either unaccepta-

ble for different reasons or when standard templates just do not apply. For example, 

Siemens Laser Analytics sell basically very few products, which allows its employees to 

use standard templates that include previously used agreements and formulations to a 

large extent. But lately they have started to export their product to Asia, where the old 
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rules do not apply, as it is a new market with different rules and legislation, etcetera. In 

this case the commercial processor from Laser Analytics could not use the old templates 

and did not know directly how to respond to the demands in the request.  

 Accordingly, processing requests normally generates the following outcomes: 

(1) acceptance of original request, (2) additional list of expectations or additions to the 

agreement and conditions proposed in the request, or finally (3) a proposal with a 

different agreement than the one suggested in the request. However, deciding what road 

to take is of course not as straightforward as it may look. Deciding how to proceed with 

the request can be quite complicated. As illustrated above, problems may arise, for 

example, due to lack of knowledge and previous experience or when local templates and 

standard procedures do not apply to requests and specific situations. 

 According to the processors, these problems were not as prominent before 

Legal Support was implemented, because at that time AJB solved most of the problems 

for them. Today they have to rely to a much larger extent on their colleagues, the support 

that Siemens together with AJB now provides via Legal Support, and their own 

experience and knowledge. According to the processors, the main reason for this change 

is the institutional pressure that Legal Support now implies. Thus, one of the reasons it 

was implemented in the first place was that it was becoming too expensive to consult 

AJB every time there was a small problem. So, the management, together with AJB, 

came up with the idea of using the intranet to provide some of the support AJB already 

provided. When Legal Support was implemented, the processors had to learn how to 

solve problems themselves and therefore could not rely on AJB to the same extent as 

before, which the following quote exemplifies very well: 

 

In the past you called AJB first. They were the system before. But now you 
check Legal Support on the intranet.  
 (Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 

 

 After processing the request the next step for the commercial processors is to 

discuss with the other project members what they have come up with so far, concerning 

the commercial aspects, in order to prepare and create a formal offer. During project 

meetings members meet to discuss and decide together what to include in the upcoming 

formal offer. The commercial processor from Power Generation explained her role at the 

project meetings as follows: 
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During a project meeting I communicate my ideas and my suggestions. It could 
be a list of exceptions from the demands [commercial] in the request. We have a 
template for what the formal offer should look like, and I tell the sales people 
what exceptions and additions to include. For example, the customer may claim 
that we should call them to a guarantee inspection, then, we need to state an 
exception declaring that it is the customer that should call us. There are many 
turnabouts before you get to a formal offer, if you even get that far. 
  (Commercial Processor – Power Generation) 

 

 The project meetings are also an opportunity for project members, especially 

sales people, to raise questions about commercial issues. According to the commercial 

processors, most of the questions during project meetings have to do with exceptions to 

existing standard agreements. The sales people who are going to the negotiations need to 

know what they mean and why the processors want them. The usual procedure during a 

project meeting is that the commercial processors print out the exceptions from Legal 

Support on the intranet and thereafter informs everybody in the project what they mean 

and imply in regard to risk management. In the case of risk management, some of the 

processors mentioned that everybody involved felt a lot safer when they used official 

formulations that have been provided by AJB. Every agreement and commentaries on 

Legal Support on Siemens’ intranet is approved by AJB together with Siemens. However, 

it is not always the case that these recommendations fit the local conditions of the 

processors, and sometimes they disagree with some of recommendations and suggestions 

in Legal Support. For example: 

 

At first I accepted AJB’s recommendations on Legal Support straight away, for 
example that liabilities should be limited to 15%. But after we tried to lower this 
recommended percentage and it worked, we now know that we can try to go 
lower than what’s regarded as standard […] Sometimes, we even skip AJB’s 
recommendations when they don’t favor us.  
 (Commercial Processor – Transportation Systems) 

 

 Of course project members get together not only during formal project 

meetings; they also solve many things during informal gatherings, e.g. over lunch, during 

coffee breaks, in hallways, through e-mail, and over the phone.  

 After a formal offer has been agreed upon it is time for the sales people to enter 

into negotiations with the buyer. In most cases the processors do not need to participate in 

the negotiations, but they need to be available by phone or e-mail just in case the sales 

people need support during a negotiation. However, most commercial issues should 

already have been solved during the processing of the request and preparation of the 
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offer. Most offers also include standard agreements that both parties are familiar with, 

which facilitates the negotiation. When the sales people enter the negotiations they 

should know the meaning with the commercial conditions they have chosen to include in 

the offer and why they (i.e. Siemens) require them. If the sales people are not prepared 

they run the risk of losing face in front of the buyer and in worst case they may lose the 

contract. As one of the processor at Automation and Services stressed:  

 

They [sales people] have to know the agreements; otherwise the customers 
think they are unprofessional. Otherwise a commercial processor has to assist 
in the negotiations and that is not cost-effective […] We have to get the sales 
people to understand the meaning with the exceptions before the negotiation. 
 (Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 

 

 If, for some reason, the sales people need to know something related to the 

commercial part of the offer and do not want to contact the processor, they can actually 

access the intranet and Legal Support during an ongoing negotiation. One commercial 

processor even suggested that the sales people have the opportunity to actually log on to 

the intranet during coffee breaks. They can even take commentaries or recommendations 

about a clause and communicate it to the buyer.  

 Further, sometimes a business deal implies a great amount of money and thus a 

major commercial risk, e.g. in the form of liabilities and liquidated damages. In these 

cases AJB often participate in the process of producing the formal offer and take part in 

the proceeding negotiations. It could also be the case that a customer has hired a 

professional purchaser and contract lawyer to assist in the negotiations, and then Siemens 

usually responds by bringing AJB to assist them. 

 According to the processors, the sales people often think that the commercial 

aspects of the offer make it harder for them to do business, and sometimes they even 

make fun of lawyers and commercial processors that just do not understand what 

business is all about. But they still consider the commercial part of the business 

necessary. As one of the commercial processors expressed it:  

 

A time ago, our exception was regarded by the sales people as of no use, but 
now they are regarded as a necessity, and the sales people even want to know 
the meaning of them. The sales people’s situation has changed due to Legal 
Support on the intranet and the exceptions you find there. They accept it now 
and need to learn more about legal issues  
 (Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 
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 The sales people have also noticed that the buyers have become more 

competent, and, in order to avoid falling behind, they have to follow suit. During the last 

few years the processors have noticed an increasing interest from the sales people in 

becoming more competent about commercial aspects: 

 

At first there was some resistance because the sales people thought it messed up 
their world. But this has started to change. They have noticed that buyers have 
become better and better and that they have to follow suit to avoid falling be-
hind. I think that’s probably the reason why there were so many sales people at 
the last course in commercial law.  

(Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 
 

 Today the sales people also feel a need to be able to handle some of the 

commercial issues that arise during a sales process. 

 Accordingly, the role of the commercial processors is to support the sales 

people, which involve handling all the commercial aspects related to requests, offers, and 

negotiations. As described by the processor cited above, this is not a process without 

problems. Even those times when the processors just apply standard templates, they also 

have to take into account what may happen in the future, e.g. during production, delivery, 

and implementation. Every business deal entails proactive risk management. In case of a 

dispute, for example, the processors have to consider that a contract is going to be 

interpreted, evaluated, and judged by lawyers. One also has to take into consideration that 

most commercial processors lack any formal law education and have had to learn from 

experience. The only formal training they have received during their time at Siemens is 

the courses provided by AJB. According to them they are still laymen when it comes to 

commercial law. As two of the commercial processors expressed it: 

 

In our world we are nothing more than laymen, however.  
 (Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 
 
 
I mean I am not a lawyer, am I. 
 (Commercial Processor – Transportation Systems) 

 

 As we can see it is both the sales people and the commercial processors who 

need support when it comes to the commercial issues and solving work-related problems. 

To help them, they have social networks of co-workers with similar experience. These 

networks are mostly composed of commercial processors from other business units and 
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managers with previous experience as commercial processors. One of the commercial 

processors described her search for information and support as follows: 

 

I have talked with a colleague [a commercial processor] and I even talked with 
my former manager. It’s like being a detective. I have learned where to look and 
whom to speak with.  
 (Commercial Processor – Transportation Systems) 

 

 They can also turn to Legal Support for help. One of the processors even tried 

to get the sales people to use it more often in order to reduce some of work pressure from 

the processor. As she explains: 

 

But we try to get them to use Legal Support. For example, when I receive a re-
quest on my desk and they know it deviates from our normal standards then I 
want them to check the intranet first. A lot of things are plain misunderstand-
ings and if you just sit down and check Legal Support first you can solve a lot of 
these things yourself. We do not have to discuss every issue and that saves time 
[…] I have even tried to get everybody to use it as a starting page on the intra-
net. However, they did not accept it because they thought it messed up their 
world.  
 (Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 
 

 According to the processors the sales people also think it is much easier to ask 

the processor instead of looking for information themselves. They also think that the legal 

vocabulary on the intranet is a bit complicated and that the commercial processors know 

it much better. 

 Legal Support is also used in situations where the customer proposes an 

agreement that the processor has not used before. Then they can quickly check AJB’s 

recommendations on the intranet. It is frequently used to download standard agreements 

and commentaries, which then easily can be attached to the offer. According to the 

processors this is one of the biggest advantages with the intranet, because they do not 

need to spend time writing legal formulations and they also know that agreements, 

clauses, and comments found on the intranet are validated, updated, and thus regarded as 

reliable. 

 Some of the processors also raised a caveat concerning the use of Legal 

Support. They suggested that it could be dangerous to apply recommended agreements 

and comments without caution and without putting it in relation to the local circumstanc-

es that a specific case implies. As one commercial processor stressed: 
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It is very dangerous if everyone becomes a lawyer just because we have Legal 
Support on the intranet.  

    (Commercial Processor – Transportation Systems) 

 

 One business proposition is never the same as another one. The processors have 

to learn how to apply the commercial conditions from case to case. This is difficult to 

learn and comes with experience.  

 Another option when it comes to support is the opportunity to consult AJB in 

person. The business relationship between AJB and Siemens entails that AJB always has 

a group of legal specialists available to support Siemens and the commercial processors. 

As one of the commercial processors described the relation with AJB: 

 

In an ideal world I would talk to AJB every time I had a problem […] Now I 
know a lot about liabilities and liquidated damages, but when they [client] 
brought up things like intellectual property, patents, and royalties, then I was 
clueless. I mean I am not a lawyer and how should I know if it is reasonable 
that the software should become the property of the customer or not. Then I 
called Jonas Bergh [AJB] and asked for help. I don’t possess enough 
knowledge.  
 (Commercial processor – Transportation Systems) 

 

 One of the advantages of consulting AJB is that its staff are all professional 

lawyers and experienced when it comes to commercial law and related issues. They also 

know how contracts are going to be interpreted if it comes to a legal dispute. However, as 

one of the more experienced commercial processors argued, it could be dangerous to 

overdo the commercial conditions, because they also need to have some room for doing 

businesses. Too many restrictions could turn out to be negative, because it is important 

that both parties are satisfied with the negotiation. Another downside according to the 

processors is also that it is very expensive to consult AJB in person: 

 

There is pressure from the sales people to avoid consulting AJB and do as much 
of the work ourselves in order to keep down the cost. But it is about commercial 
law and I am not a lawyer. There is too much responsibility, what happens 
when something goes wrong […] We have discussed the need to become more 
competent concerning commercial law. Otherwise our work is going to be too 
expensive. Management wants us to solve most problems ourselves, but they 
don’t tell us how.  
 (Commercial processor – Transportation Systems) 
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 However, although most of the commercial processors are responsible for 

different operating groups and thus distributed across the organization, they all have the 

opportunity to influence their working conditions by attending Legal Support meetings 

that are held every third month. Commercial representatives from all the business units 

are invited. During these meetings participants discuss risk management, commercial 

issues, and Legal Support provided by AJB via the Siemens’ intranet. Representatives 

from AJB also participate in these meetings because many of the issues brought up are 

related to their role as Siemens’ legal adviser and Legal Support that they provide via 

Siemens’ intranet. During these meetings the processors have the opportunity to influence 

both the content and the structure of Legal Support on the intranet. They can for example 

ask AJB to produce comments on standard agreements not previously used or an 

agreement that they have noticed is not in their favor. They can also ask for changes in 

the structure, and add, change, or remove modules. For example, during one of these 

meetings, a decision was taken to add an archive to the news section. The archive was 

implemented and confirmed by AJB at the following meeting. Most of the discussions 

during these meetings concern what kind of standard agreements the respective business 

units work with and if AJB can create commentaries to them, which later can be added to 

Legal Support on the intranet. At these meetings AJB also informs everyone about new 

case law and legislation relevant to Siemens. 

6.3 A Community of Commercial Processing 

6.3.1 The Logic of the Community of Commercial Processing 
According to communities of practice theory (Wenger, 1998; 2000a) members of a 

community of practice do not come to their job every day just to form a community of 

practice. They come to work because they are obligated to. Like most people, they come 

to work to make sure that they can pay the rent, put food on the table, and maybe save 

some money for the future when they retire and stop working. Put simply, they come to 

work to earn a living. But although we know where the pay check comes from, the 

organizations we work for mainly remain abstractions. Everyone knows who their formal 

employer is, but the people they actually work with are a much smaller group with whom 

they share working conditions. It is with these people that they get to know their job, 

learn to develop their competence, and construct an image of the organization they work 

for, as well as an identity as a member and practitioner of a community of practice; it is 
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this group of people we refer to as members of a community of practice and in this 

particular case the community of commercial processing. 

 In order for a community of practice to continue to develop and pursue a joint 

enterprise of commercial processing, they need to interact inside the community as well 

as at its boundaries. It is therefore useful to consider the community of commercial 

processing not in isolation, but in a broader context, which is referred to as the ecology of 

community learning activities (cf. Wenger, 2000a). Over time, a community also 

establishes connections through members’ existing relations to formal organizational 

units such as departments, formal teams, and projects. We may argue that the commercial 

processors do not come to Siemens to work for the community, because it is within their 

business units and department they deliver what they are paid to do. It is by taking part in 

local sales processes and taking responsibility for providing commercial support that 

Siemens delivers their products and services. Consequently, the community of commer-

cial processing does not replace formal units; it rather provides opportunities for learning 

and knowledge sharing across formal structural boundaries. By belonging to both types 

of structures, i.e. the informal of communities and the more formal of Siemens, members 

can bring their learning of the community to their own formal projects and the other way 

around (i.e. they bring the learning of their projects to the informal community). 

Therefore, the boundary of the community not only connects and bridges the community 

to other formal units; it also provides learning opportunities in its own right. From this 

perspective, it is with the formal business units and operating groups that the commercial 

processors have their primary affiliation and are accountable for delivering products or 

services in the name of Siemens. Secondly, we have the informal community of 

commercial processing where members share experiences, ideas, and learn in relation to 

the practice of commercial processing. Therefore it is the operating groups such as 

Transportation Systems and Power Generation that are responsible for delivering 

products and services, but it is the community of commercial processing that provides the 

opportunities for developing knowledge and competences necessary for Transportation 

Systems and Power Generation to meet their performance objectives and deliver in an 

efficient way. 

 Learning, from a community of practice perspective, is based on the assump-

tion that the commercial processors’ engagement in the community of commercial 

processing is the central process by which they learn and thus become competent 

practitioners. So, although the community is produced by individual processors and 
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situated within the Siemens organization, the primary level of analysis is neither the 

individual nor the formal organization of Siemens, but rather the community of commer-

cial processing. As argued before this “midlevel” category addresses learning both as 

characteristics of the community’s practice as well as individual trajectories of engage-

ment and participation. Learning is thus a dynamic interplay between the processors 

involved in the practice of commercial processing and the community in which they 

participate.  

 However, as argued, the commercial processors do not come to Siemens just to 

learn how to become a member of some community of practice. They come to the office 

to do their job. Formally, the job is to make sure those formal units they are affiliated 

with deliver their products and meet their performance objectives set up by the manage-

ment of Siemens. However, learning is not something they separate from work (Wenger, 

1998). Accordingly, getting the job done is learning, and what they learn is also their 

practice, that is to say – commercial processing (cf. Wenger, 1998). 

 6.3.2 Characteristics of the Community of Commercial Processing 
In the community of commercial processing, members have come to recognize their 

potential as a group and have just entered the active stage of development where 

members start to engage in joint activities and the production of shared resources. The 

ecology of community learning activities is made up of activities such as legal support 

meetings between commercial representatives from different business units, Head of 

Internal Audit, and representatives from AJB; one-to-one interactions and discussions 

over the phone; specific one-to-one interactions with AJB; on-site visits to other 

members; community gatherings such as coffee breaks and lunch meetings between 

community members; community-related projects, e.g. the development of a new sales 

agreement; intranet interactions, e.g. e-mail conversations, searching and collecting 

information, and publishing and distribution of community related information; AJB 

education and training courses; and specific use of Legal Support, e.g. development, 

postings, changes, uploading and downloading of standard agreements, commentaries, 

and other domain-related information. 

 The activities mentioned vary along several dimensions. On the one hand, the 

community of commercial processing has legal support meetings, which are formal, 

private, and physical (face-to-face) taking place on-site at Siemens’s Swedish head office 

in Upplands Väsby. On the other hand, there are community gatherings, which are 
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informal, physical, on-site gatherings taking place during lunch breaks, over coffee, etc. 

Similarly, AJB education consists of formal, physical training courses where community 

members can listen and discuss with other community members as well as with the 

people from AJB and other colleagues at Siemens who are not part of their community. 

However, at the same time digital interactions are informal, virtual, and one-to-one 

(private) dialogues that take place over phone. Intranet interactions are virtual and 

asynchronous activities that entail the use of different IT applications such as Legal 

Support and e-mail. Community-related projects, i.e. development of new standard 

agreements that involve community members, are formal projects, which can be both 

physical and virtual, and public and private at the same time. On-site visits are physical 

informal and private interactions between community members that are distributed 

geographically in the organization. 

 The activities also vary in rhythm and intensity along the community’s life 

cycle. For instance, legal support meetings take place every third month, AJB training 

courses take place once or twice a year, community projects occur occasionally, on-site 

visits arise when an opportunity present itself, community gatherings such as lunch 

meetings may come monthly for some and more often for other members, and lastly, AJB 

interactions, intranet/Legal Support interactions, and phone calls are ongoing and occur 

mostly when there is problem that challenges their knowledge regarding the domain and 

practice of commercial processing. 

 The community of commercial processing also involves different dimensions 

of participation. As the community moves through the different stages of the life cycle 

with different rhythms and intensity in activities, participants move in and out of different 

dimensions of participation. In the community of commercial processing the core group 

consists of a few commercial processors who share a special passion and responsibility 

for developing commercial processing. They have been around for a while and are all 

recognized as experts both inside and outside the community. They are the ones 

colleagues ask for help when they face problems or need guidance related to the 

community’s domain. Full members are those participants that are recognized as 

practitioners by the community and part of defining the community of commercial 

processing. Those members who possess full membership are the commercial processors 

who are fully engaged in the community’s joint enterprise, and who take part in the 

community’s ecology of learning activities. Taking part in these activities is more or less 

a prerequisite for being recognized as practitioner, a member of the community, and part 
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of defining what their practice is all about. Thus, from a community of practice perspec-

tive, the practice of commercial processing can never be defined in the abstract; it has to 

be defined from the inside and by the core and those with full membership in the actual 

practice of commercial processing. Peripheral members, who represent the third 

dimension of participation, are the people within Siemens who belong to the community, 

but are not yet regarded as competent practitioners, either because they are newcomers or 

not personally engaged in the community’s ecology of activities. The fourth dimension – 

transactional participation – involves people from outside the community. They are not 

regarded as members of the community, but may frequently or more occasionally interact 

with the community, either as receiver or provider, or both. The biggest group of 

transactional participants consists of the colleagues whom the processors work with 

during sales projects. They are, for example, the sales managers that the processors report 

to, the sales people the processors support, and the support staff that helps the project 

with the technical aspects of offers. But the transactional participants are not confined to 

people from Siemens; they include in this case some of the people from AJB who are 

responsible for providing Siemens with legal advice and support. In addition, they are, 

more or less, engaged in the community’s ecology of learning activities, e.g. AJB 

interactions, legal support meetings, formal education and training, and as content 

providers and developers of Legal Support. Finally, we have those people who only have 

passive access to the artifacts that the community of commercial processing has produced 

over time and which are part of their shared repertoire. For instance, web pages, standard 

templates, commentaries, etcetera, that the community has produced over time. In the 

case of the community of commercial processing, as already mentioned, approximately 

1,000 of Siemens employees have passive access to the community’s resources due to the 

availability of Legal Support on the intranet.  

 According to community of practice theory, the community of commercial 

processing is not an isolated unit. A large company like Siemens can be seen as 

comprising constellations of interconnected practices, where commercial processors, 

sales people, and management all have their own communities (cf. Wenger, 1998). 

Belonging to different organizational units and taking part in multiple practices creates 

boundaries, connections, and relations between the community and the environment. In 

the case of the community of commercial processing, its relation to Siemens can be 

characterized as legitimized and to some extent supported. The commercial aspects of 

risk management have become more important, associated with more legal advice, and, 
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with that, added costs. In relation to these aspects, the community has become more and 

more recognized as a valuable group (legitimized) and more or less provided with direct 

resources from management (supported), e.g. the implementation of Legal Support. 

Management has also raised the question about allocating time for the commercial 

processors to get together and share experiences with each other. The intention is to 

initiate a kind of informal workshop in order to develop members’ competence as 

commercial processors. Management has even considered letting the commercial 

processors meet formally to discuss how to develop and improve Legal Support. 

6.3.3 Learning in the Community of Commercial Processing 
Furthermore, the community of commercial processing can also be said to learn in two 

different but complementary ways, in terms of the concepts of March (1991), i.e. 

exploitation and exploration. In order for the community of commercial processing to 

create reliability in experience (i.e. exploitation), the commercial processors need to 

interact with the knowledge of the community. That is to say, they need to participate in 

the community’s ecology of community learning activities. This does not mean that 

members only interact with each other and not with other colleagues and project 

members. But usually a project team is composed of different competences, which in 

some cases provide insufficient knowledge when it comes to solving problems that go 

beyond the processor’s own experiences of commercial processing. In these cases the 

processors find themselves in a situation where knowledge of the community needs to be 

realigned to the processor’s own local, subjective, and concrete experience. From a 

community of practice perspective, the commercial processors’ learning is the interplay 

between socially defined knowledge of the community and the processors’ own 

subjective experiences. It is in the tensions that appear between these two polar opposites 

that the potential for learning is found (Wenger, 1998). Hence, in order for the processors 

to transform personal experience into something that represents the knowledge of the 

community, they need interactions. Therefore they need to interact with the shared 

repertoire of the community and engage in the community’s ecology of learning 

activities. For example, in the case when one of the processors experienced a lack of 

knowledge about intellectual property and royalties, she used the knowledge of the 

community to mold her experience until it reflected that of the community. She engaged 

herself in the ecology of community activities, such as phoning other members, 

interacting with Legal Support, discussing the problem over lunch with other community 
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members, and visiting members from different business units and departments. These 

interactions produced experiences that served as a source of interpretation and reflection. 

The processor then assimilated these interpretations into an abstract generalization or a 

hypothesis, which she later applied and tested in her local setting. The objective 

accumulation of previous learning of the community is now also reflected in the 

processor’s subjective life experience of commercial processing. This is how the 

processors come to experience knowing as a person and dealing with uncertainty. This is 

also how member’s learning cycles get connected and how the community negotiates, 

reaches consensus, and deals with remaining uncertainty. Further, members’ future 

participation and engagement in practice are guided by the community’s reliability in 

terms of experience and the production of rules, i.e. communities exploit old certainties. 

Creating reliability in experience is thus necessary to the community’s ongoing practice 

and for the commercial processors to deal with problems in an efficient and coherent 

way. 

 The community of commercial processing also needs to create variety in 

experience (i.e. exploration). According to theory they need to explore new possibilities 

and innovate to keep practice from becoming stale and members incompetent. Thus, the 

community has to make sure to avoid becoming trapped in a competency trap where 

member’s experience and community’s knowledge are locked in. If the experience of 

members simply mirrors the existing knowledge of the community, not much learning 

will take place (Wenger, 2004). For instance, if every processor were to accept that 

liabilities should be limited to 15% and make it a rule, then there would not be much 

room for variety and experimentation. In the worst case, this kind of exploitive learning 

could become dysfunctional, leading to negative consequences. But in this particular case 

one of the processors tried to go lower than what was recommended, which also turned 

out to work in favor of Siemens. But the commercial processor also needs to share this 

new experience with the rest of the community for exploration to take place. The 

processor would have to convince the rest of the community, or at least the core or the 

majority, that this new experience should be included in the knowledge of the communi-

ty. If not, the concrete experience of the processor and the knowledge of the community 

are just too distant, and not much learning will take place from the community’s 

perspective. The community’s system of rules will still be the same and the other 

processors will still set the liabilities at 15%. 
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 As argued, the community of commercial processing and the processors learn 

in two complementary, but yet different ways. The community learns through exploita-

tion and exploration, and members need both to realign subjective personal experience to 

the knowledge of the community and vice versa. According to experiential learning 

theory (March, 1994) these two learning activities compete for scarce resources and 

require the processors to make strategic choices about which activities to bring to bear in 

specific situations in order to improve work performance. 

 For the community of commercial processing, learning can also be problematic 

and may even become dysfunctional if exploitation drives out exploration or vice versa. 

For instance, if the experiences of commercial processors always mirror the knowledge 

of their community, then experiences and knowledge of the community are locked in. 

The members of the community may find themselves trapped in a competency trap. Thus, 

the community continues to develop greater and greater competences concerning 

commercial processing that they become blind to major redirections and new experiences 

outside the realm of the community. Therefore, the community also needs to explore new 

experiences and ideas to keep practice from becoming stale and dysfunctional. However, 

the community’s processes of exploration may also become dysfunctional and self-

destructive if it drives out exploitation. For instance, if the processor’s experiences and 

the knowledge of the community are too distant, the community may find themselves 

trapped in a failure trap. Thus, exploration will drive out exploitation if new experiences 

and ideas continue to develop without any reliability. 

 Accordingly, in order for the commercial processors to avoid being trapped, in 

either a competency trap or a failure trap, they need to engage in both explorative and 

exploitative activities. They also need to choose wisely between these two sets of 

activities, as both exploration and exploitation compete for scarce resources, as men-

tioned. Although the community of commercial processing is not associated with a 

certain business unit or operating group they still feed on the resources provided by 

Siemens, which are limited.  

 In order for the community to avoid getting caught in a competency trap and 

thereby also hindering the creation of variety, new experiences and ideas have to be 

brought to the community’s attention. This implies engaging in active boundary 

processes such as brokering, boundary interactions, and interacting with boundary 

objects. In these activities lies a potential for the community and the processors to create 

variety and learn something new. Members’ new experiences also need to be accepted 
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and included in the community’s shared repertoire. If we look at brokering processes, the 

community of commercial processing has their own boundary spanner in the Internal 

Audit Manager, who not only focuses his attention on the community’s boundary, but 

also on the relationship with AJB (forming a boundary pair). The community’s core has 

also taken on the responsibility of acting as the community’s outposts, looking out for 

new experiences. When it comes to the boundary objects that enable new information to 

reach the community and new experiences to take place, we have first and foremost the 

intranet and Legal Support (and the documents they include). Information that is accessed 

through the intranet and Legal Support comes from outside the boundaries of the 

community, which offers opportunities for the processors to experience new knowledge 

and competences. For instance, Legal Support can also act as an external content provider 

from which the processors can choose what to make use of in their own practice. A good 

example is the legal news that AJB provides through Legal Support. Another example is 

AJB’s recommendations and list of exceptions that can be downloaded and shared within 

the community. We also have the general search engine on Siemens’ intranet, which 

allows the processors to come into contact with information that is not provided by the 

community. In general, the intranet and Legal Support offer many opportunities for the 

processors to connect to the environment and explore new information and knowledge. 

The third kind of boundary processes that enable members to connect to the environment 

are boundary interactions such as legal support meetings, seminars with representatives 

from AJB, formal project meetings, customer encounters, and so forth.  

 Opportunities to create new experiences are plentiful due to the variety of 

Siemens’ business, the relationship with AJB, and the distributed character of the 

community of commercial processing. But, this also presents difficulties. For instance, 

due to the distributed character of the community (most members come from different 

business units), they must find time to interact, discuss, and negotiate what new 

experiences mean. Hence, in order for exploration to take place, new experiences need 

also to be realigned to the community in order to transform existing knowledge. For 

instance, if one of the processors learns to use a totally new standard agreement, but fails 

to share this new experience with the other, not much learning will take place in the 

community. In order for the processors to realign new experiences to existing knowledge, 

they need to find ways to interact and share these experiences with each other, whether it 

is done virtually through the intranet or meeting face-to-face. The ecology of community 

activities offers a variety of opportunities for members to share experiences and to 
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convince others that new experiences deserve to be part of the community. Activities 

such as community projects, community gatherings, and on-site visits are all examples 

where members have the opportunity to discuss and negotiate if new experiences should 

be part of the community or not. Other means of communication are through e-mails and 

phone conversations. 

6.4 Conclusion 
This chapter has provided a short account of the empirical setting as a background to the 

illustration of commercial processing, the formal sales process of Siemens, the people 

involved, Legal Support in Siemens’ intranet, and last but not least, the community of 

commercial processing as a community of practice. In Siemens case, Legal Support is a 

collection of web pages that are structured more or less like a book, i.e. a digital 

handbook. According to AJB, which is the main content provider in this particular case, 

this digital handbook contributes to a more effective allocation of resources, which leads 

to a lower overall cost for legal advice (which AJB also provides). It also offers learning 

opportunities, as Siemens’ employees can learn more about the practice of law, especially 

commercial law. As of today approximately 1,000 Siemens employees have the 

opportunity to access Legal Support via Siemens’ intranet. The most frequent users are 

the commercial processors responsible for the commercial part when preparing offers and 

entering agreements with customers and suppliers. In sum, Legal Support acts as a 

centralized information source with respect to commercial issues. It is intended to 

complement the personal legal support provided by AJB and store relevant information 

on the same place, such as standard agreements and templates for preparing offers. Thus, 

when a problem arises, the commercial processors should now try to solve it themselves 

with the help of the information found in Legal Support on the intranet. Before, the 

commercial processors usually consulted the lawyers at AJB for personal support.  
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CHAPTER 7  
COMMUNITY OF PRACTICE 

 

In this chapter the community of commercial processing at Siemens is analyzed and 

illustrated with respect to the CoPIT model and the analytic frame of community of 

practice presented in detail in Chapter 4. The intention here, and in the following three 

chapters, is to generate empirically informed illustrations and to confront empirical data 

and the CoPIT model, which is analyzed as a confirmation or lack of confirmation of the 

CoPIT model and the foundations underlying it. Hence, these illustrations together with 

the theoretical framework of the CoPIT model provide a foundation towards a final 

CoPIT model, and possible adherent propositions. The chapter aims at illustrating how 

the community of commercial processing is constituted and shaped by and through 

relations to Legal Support. A community of practice provides rules and resources, which 

members draw upon as they engage in practices and various activities. These rules and 

resources are referred to here as the Community’s structural features (structures). These 

are confined to the community of commercial processing and analyzed in terms how 

Legal Support shapes and contributes to the community of commercial processing. The 

analysis focuses on the communities of practice (CoP) component and the constructs and 

characteristics in Table 4.1. This means that I will discuss and analyze the following six 

constructs with adherent characteristics to start with: Domain, Community, Practice, 

Community Life Cycle, Participation, and last Learning. 

7.1 Domain: Joint Enterprise and Domain of Knowledge 
In the case of Siemens, Legal Support was implemented as a complement to the personal 

legal support AJB provides to Siemens. The intention behind Legal Support was to lower 

the overall cost of legal advice per se. By providing the processors with resources 

through the intranet, they would be able to solve most of the legal issues themselves 

instead of consulting AJB directly. Today, there is a mutual understanding among the 

processors that Legal Support on the intranet is there to provide resources and support in 
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relation to the domain and enterprise of commercial processing. As noted in the previous 

chapter, one of the members of the community of commercial processing expressed it as 

follows: 

 

In the past you called AJB first […] But now you check Legal Support on the 
intranet.  

(Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 
 

Some of the commercial processors have even tried to make the sales people contribute to 

the domain by using the intranet more often. By getting the sales people interested in the 

domain and making them contribute to the enterprise of commercial processing, the 

processors could improve their work and do what Siemens wants them to do, i.e. handle 

and process commercial issues as effectively as possible. As noted above: 

 

We try to get them to use Legal Support […] if you sit down and check Legal 
Support first you can solve a lot of these things yourself. We don’t have to dis-
cuss, and it saves time. 

(Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 
 

 Another illustration is the event where the community was part of negotiating a 

document with a summary of all insurance policies the company has entered into to 

reassure that they do not take any unsecured risks. The participants here decided to send 

the document to AJB to get their opinion. At the next meeting AJB informed participants 

that the document was OK but improvements could be made. The participants decided to 

make the changes suggested by AJB. They also decided that the document was going to 

be reviewed and discussed at the upcoming course on insurance held by Siemens. On that 

occasion it was recorded in the minutes that the changes proposed by AJB had been made 

and the modified document uploaded to the intranet. Two participants, from Siemens and 

AJB, who both participated in the training course on insurance, confirmed that the 

document was regarded as a bit too complex to read and understand. The meeting 

decided that AJB was to produce a document with instructions on how to handle 

insurance issues, which was going to be found on Legal Support. At the next meeting, 

AJB announced that the document was uploaded to Legal Support. Participants from 

Siemens responded with the comment that the instructions were good, but a shorter 

version was asked for. This was later done. 

 Although most of the information in Legal Support is provided by AJB; they 

provide it in close cooperation with Siemens and members of the community of 
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commercial processing, e.g. at legal support meetings, in phone conversations, and 

through e-mails. In this way, members of the community can influence both the 

information and the structure of Legal Support. The information in Legal Support is 

always to some extent negotiated by the community here. For example, at one of Legal 

Support meetings, discussions about different standard agreements took place. The 

discussion was mainly about the need for commentaries. These should then be made 

available through the intranet. The same goes for the example about insurance. In this 

way, community members had the opportunity to negotiate the information that was later 

made available through the intranet. This also gave rise to relations of mutual accounta-

bility among those who care about and like to contribute to the domain of the community. 

The information and documents made available through the intranet then came to reflect 

relations of accountability and thus what kind of agreements and commentaries matters in 

the community. In the end, this provided members of the community with a sense of what 

specific domain the community focuses on, what members value, and what they share a 

commitment to. In short, a sense of what the community is really about. This contributed 

to members’ domain of knowledge and to support the members shared identity as 

commercial processors pursuing a joint enterprise. 

 Legal Support when used and “appropriated” in relation to the practice of the 

community of commercial processing contributed to support the community’s domain 

and joint enterprise by providing opportunities for members to get in contact and interact 

with information that reflected the community’s domain of knowledge and joint 

enterprise. 

7.2 Community: Mutual Engagement and Boundaries 
In the case of Siemens, the commercial processors are to a large extent a geographically 

distributed group of people. Most members are affiliated with different business units or 

operating groups at Siemens where commercial processing takes on unique significance 

in each of the processors’ local setting. Even so, their responses to local concerns or 

problems are still connected, as they all share an interest in the domain and take part in a 

joint enterprise.  
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We can recall that one of the commercial processor expressed it in the following way: 

 

There is a pressure […] Do as much of the work ourselves in order to keep the 
costs down […] We [commercial processors] have discussed the need for us to 
become more competent concerning commercial law. Otherwise our work is 
going to be too expensive. 
 (Commercial Processor – Transportation Systems) 
 

 The commercial processors all engage in joint activities, discussions, and 

interactions that exceed their local concerns and whose meaning they negotiate with each 

other. These interactions may take place through phone discussions, e-mail conversa-

tions, informal lunch discussions, or, more formally, at legal support meetings, for 

instance. Let us again take the example of insurance and the revision of the template for 

contracts concerning selling consultancy services in the name of Siemens. Both were 

produced through a medley of community activities. These activities produced relations 

of mutual engagement in commercial processing and gave them a sense of belonging and 

togetherness. In short, it created a sense of communal feeling among the members (cf. 

Kahan, 2004). Thus, relations of mutual engagement are an essential part of creating a 

sense of community, and the processors’ appropriations of Legal Support with its 

documents (such as the summary of Siemens’ insurance policies and the template for 

selling consultancy services) are therefore parts of what makes their mutual engagement 

in commercial processing possible. Also, by providing a space for information, Legal 

Support enables members of the community to interact with information that reflects the 

domain and joint enterprise of the community. Therefore the use of Legal Support also 

contributes to mutual engagement and members’ sense of community. For instance, 

Legal Support contains checklists, recommendations, commentaries, standard agree-

ments, and legal news, etcetera. This information is closely related to commercial 

contract law, such as recommendations when agreeing to terms of delivery, guidelines 

when entering negotiations, templates for producing agreements, etcetera. These are also 

issues that the processors deal with every day as they pursue their joint enterprise and 

accomplish what the Siemens organization requires.  

 Legal Support could also be said to be a production jointly constituted by AJB 

and Siemens to complement the personal legal support provided by AJB. Some of the 

core members of the community also take an active part in the contribution of infor-

mation that they believe could be relevant for the community. Among the commercial 

processors there is a mutual understanding that Legal Support on Siemens’ intranet is 
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there to give them support and enable them to address commercial issues themselves 

instead of consulting AJB in person. The processors are also the most frequent users of 

Legal Support. Altogether, activities such as discussing, negotiating, contributing, and 

using Legal Support give the commercial processors a sense of community, togetherness, 

and that they all deal with related and close issues even though they are geographically 

distributed. 

 The use of Legal Support in practice thus made dispersed members aware of 

their engagement in a joint enterprise, their facing similar issues, and having to accom-

plish more or less the same kinds of activities. By contributing to the development of the 

facility and using it to solve commercial issues, they gained a sense of belonging beyond 

their immediate working environment and local concerns, i.e. being part of a community. 

Although they perhaps used different standard agreements or adjusted commentaries or 

recommendations to their local settings, they still felt that they shared the same resources 

and that their responses are connected. In other words, the development and the use of the 

intranet contributed to strengthening relations of mutual engagement in a joint enterprise 

and members’ sense of community. 

 It is also relations of mutual engagement that create a sense of boundary around 

the community. As argued, the community of commercial processing is not regarded as 

an isolated unit. Employees of Siemens belong to several communities of practice, 

informal networks, and formal project teams at the same time. In this case, most members 

of the community of commercial processing also belong to different operating groups and 

thus represent a highly distributed group of people. A large organization like Siemens can 

be seen as consisting of constellations of interconnected practices, where commercial 

processors, sales people, and general management, etcetera, all belong to different 

organizational units and practices at the same time. Belonging to different organizational 

units and taking part in multiple practices creates boundaries, connections, and relations 

between the community of commercial processor and other units, especially the formal 

“constellations” that the processors are affiliated with (e.g. business units, departments, 

project teams). From a community of practices perspective, understanding the interplay 

that takes place at the boundary, and between the community and its environment, is also 

of importance. A key question then is if, and how, Legal Support contributes to the 

boundaries of community of commercial processing. 

 As pointed out above, the commercial aspects of risk management have 

become more important, associated with more legal advice and added costs. As a 
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community, the processors are now more or less expected to deal with commercial 

processing and to produce a shared repertoire of resources, which non-members also can 

benefit from. The initiative to implement Legal Support on Siemens’ intranet indicates 

that someone in the organization is provided with resources from the organization and 

getting support in their work. In this case it turned out to be the commercial processors. 

Therefore, the focal community of practice and its members are all affiliated to different 

business units and what is referred to as operating groups within Siemens, e.g. Transpor-

tation (Transportation Systems) and Power (Power Generation). This means that through 

the community’s life cycle relations develops between the community of commercial 

processing and the official organization of Siemens. In the case of the community of 

commercial processing, this “relationship” can be characterized as legitimized and to 

some extent supported. This implies that the community of commercial processing is 

recognized as a valuable group of people, which to some extent is provided with direct 

resources from the organization of Siemens (for example Legal Support). At the same 

time this also produces boundaries. Further, the commercial processors have also turned 

out to be the most frequent users of Legal Support, which further contributed to 

broadening their visibility as a community of practice. They are the “users” and regarded 

as the experts that non-members ask for advice when it comes to questions regarding 

information and documents found in Legal Support. They are also the ones that 

management asks for feedback regarding changes to it. As described earlier, management 

has also raised questions about allocating time for community members to get together 

formally to discuss how to develop and improve Legal Support in particular. This creates 

visibility and boundary. 

  The community does not replace, for example, the formal project teams that 

the processors are affiliated to. By belonging to both, members establish connections that 

enable them to bring their learning of the community to their own projects and the other 

way around. Findings suggest that Legal Support helped to enable connections between 

the community and the projects they are involved in. It acts as a means to get in contact 

with resources that the community has produced over time. In the case of the processors, 

the shared repertoire of resources is not theirs alone, as they are produced and articulated 

in a dynamic interplay with the rest of the organization (cf. Wenger, 1998). For instance, 

the sales people are often asked to check Legal Support for information before they hand 

over a request to the processors. As argued, they even have the possibility of logging on 

to it during an ongoing negotiation to check some paragraphs or some commentaries that 
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might confuse them. Put shortly, Legal Support enables interactions to take place 

between the sales people and the shared repertoire of the community, which contributes 

to the establishing of connections. Today, the sales people can be said to have passive 

access to the boundary objects produced by the community of commercial processing, 

such as templates, agreements, checklists, etcetera. By having access to the community’s 

shared repertoire and interacting occasionally with the community through Legal 

Support, the sales people can move from being just outsiders to become transactional 

participants, and being counted as members of the community. By passive access to a 

community’s shared repertoire through an intranet, a community’s boundary may be 

extended to include outsiders not previously counted by the community.  

 By allowing outsiders to access and interact with the community’s shared 

repertoire, outsiders can also learn about the practice of commercial processing, which 

helps to articulate and strengthen members’ shared identity as practitioners within the 

community of commercial processing and thus to create boundaries. In this particular 

case, it was the sales people that through passive access and transactional participation 

learned more about the commercial processors’ daily work, and how the processors’ 

practice contributed to their own practice. According to one of the processors, the sales 

people did not think that the commentaries she recommended to be included in the offer 

were necessary. They thought it messed up their world. But, due to the availability of the 

commentaries through Legal Support, the sales people have become familiar with them 

and now accept them. As discussed earlier in Chapter 6, they have even suggested that 

there is a need to learn more about the processors’ practice and domain in order to 

broaden their own competence. Hence, by interacting occasionally with the community 

of commercial processing’s shared repertoire, the identities of the sales people and 

commercial processors become differentiated and articulated with another. This may 

contribute not only to the extension of the community of commercial processing, but also 

to strengthening the processors’ shared identity as practitioners within their own 

community and the boundary of the community.  

 Another example when Legal Support enables connections and constitutes 

boundary is when the processors bring templates with adherent exceptions to formal 

projects. 
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We can recall the following quote from Section 6.2.2: 

 
During a project meeting I communicate my ideas and my suggestions. It could 
be a list of exceptions from the demands [commercial] in the request. We have a 
template for what the formal offer should look like and I tell the sales people 
what exceptions and additions to include. For example, the customer may claim 
that we should call them to a guarantee inspection, then, we need to state an 
exception declaring that it is the customer that should call us. There are many 
turnabouts before you get to a formal offer, if you even get that far. 
  (Commercial Processor – Power Generation) 
 

 Legal Support contributes to connections between the community and different 

formal projects or “outsiders” by enabling interactions between the shared repertoire of 

the community and formal projects or “outsiders” (this also indicates that it thus helps to 

transcend the spatiotemporal limitations inherent in concrete experience of participation). 

This strengthens the argument that members of the community cannot be all over the 

organization and outsiders may have a hard time participating in the practice of the 

community. But, they can interact with what the other left behind on Legal Support 

(Wenger, 1998). The examples above thus illustrate that Legal Support can contribute to 

the visibility of the community, and at the same time it shapes and constitutes the 

boundary between the community and formal “constellations” such as formal project 

groups and outsiders. 

7.3 Practice: Shared Repertoire and Ecology of Learning Activities 
Over time, mutual engagement in the pursuit of a joint enterprise produces a practice that 

comes to belong to the community, such as the practice of commercial processing. It is 

by engaging in the joint enterprise of commercial processing members produce and 

reproduce a practice and shared repertoire for negotiating meaning and further engage-

ment. Therefore, the practice and shared repertoire are all the ways that the processors 

have created to pursue their joint enterprise; it reflects the community pursuing a joint 

enterprise; in this case commercial processing (Wenger, 1998). So in commercial 

processing, activities (e.g. intranet use) and resources (e.g. standard agreements) all take 

on specific usage and meaning due to the fact that the community negotiates them, and 

thus come to constitute the practice and the shared repertoire. Consequently, the 

processors use of Legal Support is situated in the community of commercial processing. 

It is also within this community, experience of interacting with Legal Support gains 
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meaning and becomes a communal resource for future engagement and negotiating of 

meaning. For the commercial processors, Legal Support and the use of it is thus an 

essential part of the community’s practice and shared repertoire. The question then 

becomes how it contributes to the practice of the community. 

 In the commercial processors case, Legal Support contains, for example, 

different standard agreements, commentaries, recommendations, and guidelines. These 

documents of information have been co-produced and negotiated by AJB, Siemens, and 

the commercial processors. A normal procedure could be that Siemens makes a request 

for commentaries to a certain standard agreement. After that AJB produces the commen-

taries, which are then discussed and negotiated before they are included in Legal Support. 

These issues are in most cases brought up at Legal Support meetings or if possible over 

the phone or by e-mail conversations. When these commentaries then are made available, 

they can be downloaded from Legal Support and included in the processor’s own local 

context. This is one example of how the community comes to negotiate information 

related to Legal Support and becomes a part of the community’s shared repertoire. Legal 

Support then constitutes a reliable reference for the processors to make sense out of 

experience and act in a coherent manner as they engage in the practice of commercial 

processing. The following quote illustrates this proposition very well: 

 
I logged on to Legal Support on the intranet, looked it up and read the com-
ments with the exceptions that AJB proposed. Then I knew that I should not ac-
cept the initial request without including the exceptions proposed by AJB. 
 (Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 

 

 When the processors take part in the preparation of offers for example, a 

normal procedure for the processors is to download the agreement and commentaries that 

they think should be included in the formal offer. During project meetings the processors 

then inform the others in the project why a specific agreement and commentaries should 

be used, and explain the implications they entail. As we quoted one of them saying in 

Section 6.2.2: 

 

I communicate my ideas and suggestions. It could be a list of exceptions [com-
mentaries] from the demands in the request […] We have a template for what 
the formal offer should look like and I tell the sales people what exceptions and 
additions to include.  

(Commercial Processor – Power Generation) 
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 This enables the processors not only to take part in the production of the 

community’s practice and shared repertoire, it also enables them to share their repertoire 

of resources with co-workers outside the immediate context of the community, for 

example to those who only have passive access or could be defined as transactional 

participants. 

 Legal Support provided the processors with opportunities to interact with the 

community’s repertoire of resources. This facilitated the process of making sense out of 

experience and produce generalizations to apply in their local practice. In this way it 

contributed to spread the knowledge of the community, the creation of reliability, and the 

reproduction of the community’s practice and shared repertoire. However, this also gave 

rise to new experiences that they can bring back to the community for negotiation. If 

accepted, it provided opportunities for spreading these experiences. Thus, Legal Support 

can also contribute to create variety and to change the practice and the shared repertoire 

of the community. Accordingly, Legal Support is an essential part of the commercial 

processors’ practice, shared repertoire, and ecology of learning activities. The use of 

Legal Support contributes to enable the processors’ production of an identity as 

commercial processors at the same time as it helps them to accomplish what the 

organization wants them to do, i.e. manage commercial processing as effective as 

possible. That is, Legal Support and the use of it have come to be both the very medium 

and the outcome of the processors’ shared practice and repertoire. It is an outcome in the 

sense that they are histories of practice, and medium in the way that the commercial 

processors use it as they engage in present practice of the community pursuing a joint 

enterprise. This also indicates that Legal Support is part of the community’s ecology of 

learning activities. 

7.4 Community Life Cycle: Active Stage 
Part of a community’s practice and shared repertoire are those activities that Wenger 

(2000a) refers to as the ecology of community learning activities. In the case of the 

community of commercial processing, this ecology is made up of activities such as legal 

support meetings, digital one-to-one interactions, interactions with AJB, on-site visits, 

community gatherings, community projects, intranet interactions, AJB education and 

training courses, and Legal Support interactions. 
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 In the community of commercial processing, the community can be said to 

have entered the active stage, i.e. where members engage more or less regularly to 

develop their practice, the production of shared resources, and adapt as a community to 

changing circumstances. By being part of and contributing to the community’s ecology of 

activities, Legal Support constitutes and shapes the community life cycle. For example, it 

is a part of “joint activities” such as Legal Support meetings or at projects meetings, 

“creating shared artifacts” such as the production of templates, and “adapting to changing 

circumstances” such as the revision of the template for selling consultancy services. 

These are all activities that are typical of a community of practice that has entered the 

active stage of the community life cycle. Community activities also vary in intensity 

along the community life cycle. For instance, in the community of commercial pro-

cessing, interactions with Legal Support on the intranet are ongoing, although they vary 

from member to member. In aspects of intensity, activities always become more intense 

when the community enters the coalescing and active stage in the community life cycle. 

 Legal Support has contributed to the intensity of community activities by 

providing new opportunities to engage with the shared repertoire of the community 

regardless of time and place, and regardless of whether members of the community 

actually are available or not. It still provides opportunities to interact with past experienc-

es of the community. For example, it enables the sales people, as exemplified earlier in 

Section 6.2, to log on to Legal Support while negotiating with a client or at a sales 

meeting and look at commentaries or recommendations. Legal Support contributes to the 

community’s life cycle by enabling and being part of joint activities, creating shared 

artifacts, and adapting to changing circumstances. These are all activities that are typical 

to a community of practice in the active stage of the community life cycle. 

7.5 Participation: Level of Engagement and Membership 
Communities of practice involve different forms and levels of participation. This means 

that the community of commercial processing involves different types of participants 

with different perspectives and roles, which engage themselves in the community and 

appropriate Legal Support with different goals and intensity. 

 Let us look at passive and transactional participation, which also involves 

people from outside the community. They are not regarded as members of the communi-

ty, but may frequently or more occasionally interact with the community, either as 
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receivers or providers, or both. These are the people that in some ways influence or are 

influenced by the practice of the community. A good example is the sales people.  

 As discussed in the previous section, the sales people expressed that the buyers 

have become more competent, and, to avoid falling behind, they have to follow and be 

more competent about commercial aspects. Lately, more and more sales people have also 

attended AJB’s courses in commercial law. But when it comes to Legal Support, the sales 

people still express some doubt, thinking it is a bit too complicated and best suited for the 

commercial processors and not for them. They thought Legal Support messed up their 

world, as one of the commercial processor expressed in a quotation from Section 6.2.2: 

 

But we try to get them to use Legal Support. For example, when I receive a re-
quest on my desk and they know it deviates from our normal standards then I 
want them to check the Intranet first. A lot of things are plain misunderstand-
ings and if you just sit down and check Legal Support first you can solve a lot of 
these things yourself. We don’t have to discuss every issue and that saves time 
[…] I have even tried to get everybody to have it as a starting page on the in-
tranet. However, they didn’t accept it because they thought it messed up their 
world.  

(Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 
 

 This quote illustrates how Legal Support strengthens the sales people’s role as 

passive and transactional participants rather than moving them towards the core. Thus, it 

here contributes to stability rather than change in terms of membership. 

 Secondly, Legal Support helps to enable the move from peripheral membership 

to becoming a full member of the community by providing newcomers with an easy way 

to get to know the “rules” of the community of commercial processing. It allowed them 

to exploit the community’s shared resources, which provided them not only with a 

reference for further engagement with other members but also their learning trajectories 

towards becoming a competent practitioner. For example, as in the case of risk manage-

ment described earlier, one of the less experienced commercial processors mentioned that 

she and everybody else involved felt a lot safer when they used official formulations that 

had been provided by AJB, as every agreement and commentaries on Legal Support on 

Siemens’ intranet is approved by AJB together with Siemens. This indicates that Legal 

Support contributes to participation and the level of engagement. 

 Last, Legal Support also helped to strengthen the inner circle of the communi-

ty, i.e. the core group, and legitimize their roles as experts and competent practitioners. In 

this case, the core group consists of a few commercial processors who share a special 
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passion and responsibility for developing the practice of the community. They are all 

recognized as experts both inside and outside the community. For the core group, Legal 

Support acted as a means to develop the practice of the community, either by using, 

influencing the content, structure, or simply by recommending others to use it. The 

attempt to get the sales people to use Legal Support more often illustrates very well how 

these activities come to constitute and strengthen the core of the community of commer-

cial processors and their level of engagement. 

7.6 Learning: Exploration, Exploitation, and Competent Practitioner 
According to the CoPIT model communities of practice and its members learn from 

experience in two different but complementary ways, which are conditioned by 

participation and membership in different communities of practice and the social 

structures they provide. As discussed earlier, communities create reliability in their 

experience, i.e. they exploit old certainties, and they create variety in their experiences, 

i.e. they explore new possibilities. Learning is also essential in how members become and 

stay competent, i.e. competent practitioners. This leads us to the question of how Legal 

Support contributes to learning in aspects of both exploitation and exploration, and thus 

in becoming competent practitioners. 

 Let us start with exploitation and the creation of reliability. In the case of the 

commercial processors, the community’s knowledge and rules can be accessed through 

Legal Support. This contributed to individual members’ transformation of personal 

experience and to the realignment between experience and the knowledge of the 

community. For instance, when members experienced a problem that challenged their 

existing knowledge, they could interact with Legal Support in search for inputs to their 

learning cycles. Let us go back to the task of processing a request described in Chapter 6 

to illustrate how Legal Support constitutes and shapes learning in terms of reliability. 

Formally, the work starts when the commercial processor receives a request from the 

sales people. The first thing the commercial processors do is to go over the request and 

analyze all the commercial aspects in order to find out what kind of agreements and terms 

are applicable and favorable from Siemens’ perspective. The commercial character of the 

request influences the processors in different ways. For example, the processors may 

either accept a proposed standard agreement or reject it. They also have the possibility of 

accepting the standard agreement but with some modifications, for example demanding 
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that additional legal clauses be included or exceptions be made. As discussed and 

expressed by the processors, they feel more comfortable about including exceptions than 

agreeing to the agreements proposed in the initial request, especially when it implies 

commercial agreements and conditions that are unfamiliar to the processors or that 

Siemens seldom uses. They also felt it too time consuming and tiring to analyze every 

paragraph looking for risks and loopholes that might lead to problems in the future. When 

asked to use standard agreements, the processors usually log on to Legal Support to 

check if there are any exceptions that they are recommended to include when using a 

certain standard agreement. 

 Accordingly, Legal Support contributed to exploitation by enabling the 

circulation of previous experiences and socially defined knowledge all the way through 

the community. This enabled members to get to know the rules of the community and to 

mold their personal experiences until they reflected those of the community. From Legal 

Support they gathered input to their learning cycles, e.g. standard agreements, templates, 

commentaries, and exceptions, that helped them to form hypotheses and tentative 

solutions to the task at hand and problem they face (which they later explored and tested 

in their local setting). In this way the knowledge of the community reached the attention 

of individual members and became interlocked with individual members’ learning cycles. 

In aspects of exploitation, these examples illustrate how Legal Support enabled the 

circulation of socially defined knowledge throughout the community, which facilitated 

the transformation of members’ personal experiences until they reflected the knowledge 

of the community. This indicates that Legal Support facilitated the commercial processor 

to act competently in accordance with the community of commercial processing. Thus, it 

enabled the realignment of personal experience to socially defined knowledge of the 

community and thus the reproduction of the community’s rules (i.e. creation of reliabil-

ity) and per se participants’ development towards becoming a competent practitioner in 

the community. 

 Secondly, we have the contribution that Legal Support makes to exploration 

and the creation of variety in experience by enabling members of the community of 

commercial processors to experience new and unfamiliar information generated outside 

the realm of the community. A rather straightforward example, discussed previously in 

Chapter 6, is when AJB provides Legal Support with new information that they think 

would benefit Siemens. It is in Legal Support that the processors will find for example 

news about commercial law, new standard agreements, and adherent recommendations. 
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Legal Support thus increased the availability of new information and facilitated the 

opportunity to explore and learn something new. From a communities of practice 

perspective, the use of Legal Support enabled exploration by providing the opportunity 

for interactions and connections between the community and the outside environment. 

More specifically, it took on the role of broker, acting as a mediator between the 

community and the outside, enabling import-export activities. For instance, a new 

standard agreement is imported and published on Legal Support and is thereby ready to 

be exported and downloaded later by members of the community to explore. 

 Accordingly, Legal Support enabled exploration by providing members with 

opportunities to explore information that is new and generated outside of the community. 

It proved to be a powerful way to capture members’ attention due to its reach and 

availability. The members can use it whenever they choose regardless of time, place, and 

other users. But in this particular case, it only enables individual members to learn 

something new, i.e. realign new experiences to their existing knowledge. Thus, it 

supports members’ individual experiential learning cycles by providing new information 

and knowledge that may help them to learn something new and stay competent. This 

process can here be conceived of as how a member comes to experience knowing as a 

person. However, if this personal experience is to transform the knowledge of the 

community, it needs to be negotiated, accepted by the other members, and included in the 

community’s knowledge. Remember that we are talking about learning in communities, 

where individuals’ learning processes do not take place in a vacuum (Wenger, 1998). 

Residual equivocality exists even after individuals impose their own personal versions of 

what has happened. Consequently, it is also necessary to gain some consensus among 

members about the meaning of new experiences in order for experiences to be accepted 

by the community and for the member to be seen as a competent practitioner. These 

processes and regular patterns of interlocked behaviors form what we refer to as socially 

defined knowledge and rules. The main argument is that Legal Support here seems to 

enable individual members to learn something new, but it does not provide sufficient 

resources in itself for learners to activate sets of interlocked behavior and to reach 

consensus to deal with the remaining equivocality, which is necessary if these new 

experiences are to be included in the knowledge of the community. But, still it facilitates 

the very process by allowing the processors to get to know the unfamiliar more quickly 

and more easily, and whenever they like, regardless of time and place. Again this 

illustrates that Legal Support helps to transcend the spatiotemporal limitations inherent in 
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concrete experience of participation and helped the community and members to stay 

competent. 

7.7 Conclusion 
In aspects of the domain, the conclusion is that Legal Support can contribute to the 

domain and support a sense of joint enterprise among members of the community. In 

the case of the community of commercial processing, Legal Support makes it possible 

for geographically distributed members to get a sense of what kind of information is 

distributed throughout the community, and what kind of knowledge, behavior, and 

competences the community values. Hence, Legal Support contributed to the 

domain’s stability. 

 The second conclusion in terms of the community of practice is that members of 

the community of commercial processing influenced and contributed information as 

well as viewed how Legal Support should be organized and structured. By doing so, 

they had the opportunity to negotiate this information, which ensured that Legal 

Support reflected what kind of information mattered to them and that their responses 

were connected. From a community of practice perspective (Wenger, 1998), this 

means that Legal Support made dispersed members aware of their all being part of 

pursuing a joint enterprise, a feeling of togetherness, and a sense of belonging even 

beyond their immediate working environment and local concerns. Hence, Legal 

Support helped to strengthen relations of mutual engagement in a joint enterprise and 

members’ sense of community. Regarding boundaries, we can conclude that Legal 

Support contributes to connections over the community’s boundary by enabling 

interactions between the shared repertoire of the community and formal projects or 

“outsiders.” This also contributed to the visibility of the community of commercial 

processing and shaped and articulated the community in relation to constellations 

such as departments or project groups. This created and strengthened the communi-

ty’s boundary.  

 Legal Support is evidently an essential part of the community’s practice and 

shared repertoire of resources. In terms of the practice it is through this process that 

Legal Support helped to transfer the knowledge of the community to individual 

members and thus to reproduce the community’s practice and shared repertoire. 
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 Findings also show that Legal Support contributes to the community life cycle 

by enabling and being part the community’s ecology of learning activities. In respect 

to the intensity, it also contributed to the intensity of community activities by 

providing members of the community of commercial processing with plenty of 

opportunities to use documents and templates via Legal Support. 

 Another conclusion is that Legal Support contributes in various ways to the 

different types or levels of participation and membership. First, it contributed to 

peripheral membership by enabling newcomers to get to know what matters in the 

community. Secondly, core members’ involvement in the development of Legal 

Support strengthened their role as core members. Legal Support also contributed to 

stability in terms of the sales people’s role as passive and transactional participants. 

 In aspects of learning, Legal Support contributes to the circulation of socially 

defined knowledge throughout the community, which facilitated the reproduction of 

the community’s rules and exploitation, and per se participants’ development towards 

becoming a competent practitioner. Legal Support provides members with opportuni-

ties to interact with the community’s repertoire of resources. It helped them to get 

their job done and to deal with commercial processing as effectively as possible. In so 

doing, Legal Support helped to enable the creation of reliability in experience. When 

it comes to learning and exploration, members’ use of Legal Support produced 

connections between the community and the outside environment, taking on the role 

as broker and a mediator supporting import-export activities. Hence, Legal Support 

contributed to exploration by increasing the availability of new information that made 

it easier for members to explore and learn something new.  
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CHAPTER 8  
INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY (IT) 

 
In this chapter the community of commercial processing (CoP) and Legal Support (IT) 

are analyzed and illustrated with respect the CoPIT model and the information technolo-

gy (IT) component. This IT component has been presented in Chapter 4. More specifical-

ly, the focus of this chapter is on the constructs and characteristics that I have summa-

rized earlier in Table 4.2, which thus represent the CoPIT model’s second component and 

analytical frame. This means that I will first discuss IT’s structural features and then turn 

to the spirit. 

8.1 Structural Features 
One of the objectives of Legal Support is to be a “living” digital handbook, which 

implies that Legal Support is supposed to be updated and modified in terms of 

structural features and thus the rules and resources offered. There are various ways in 

which the community and its members can constitute and shape the structural 

features, whether directly or indirectly, and over time. According to Chapter 4 and 

summarized in Table 4.2, they are: (1) restrictiveness, (2) sophistication, and (3) 

comprehensiveness. 

8.1.1 Restrictiveness 
Let us go back again to Legal Support meetings from Section 6.1 to illustrate how the 

community of commercial processing and members of the community are part of 

changing or reaffirming the restrictiveness of Legal Support. To make it easier to find 

information, new features for Legal Support have been brought up for discussion. For 

example, a keyword index and a search engine have been suggested. The idea to 

implement the keyword index was brought up when AJB was to present a tender on 

certain updates of Legal Support. The tender was based on the previous discussion about 

the Siemens Legal Handbook that was created by Siemens Legal Services. Together with 

this tender AJB also presented the keyword index. Some of the members said they would 
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not argue in favor of any updates in relation to the Legal Handbook. But, still they 

wanted the keyword index. The meeting decided to say no to the tender regarding the 

Legal Handbook and decided to say yes to the keyword index. They got in contact with 

the person who handled Siemens’ intranet, which informed them that due to current 

updates of the intranet they could not create the keyword index for them. Due to this, 

AJB and the Internal Audit Manager suggested that they postponed the development of 

the keyword index.  

 This example regarding new features, brought up for discussion at various legal 

support meetings, illustrates how the community of commercial processing contributes in 

various ways to the effort to develop and change the restrictiveness and thus the set of 

possible actions for applying Legal Support. However, this time the new features were 

not implemented and thus the restrictiveness did not actually change, but it still illustrated 

how change is enabled and promoted by the community and members’ engagement in the 

ecology of learning activities. 

 Another illustration, presented in Section 6.1, where the restrictiveness has 

changed and been extended, was when one of the standard agreements, templates, and 

commentaries was translated into English and added to Legal Support. Let us illustrate 

this by again interpreting what took place during Legal Support meetings. First, AJB 

announced at one of Legal Support meetings that they were reviewing the template for 

contracts regarding selling consultancy services on behalf of Siemens, both Swedish and 

English versions. It was recorded in the minutes that the new versions were to be 

delivered at the next meeting. At this meeting the Internal Audit Manager informed 

participants that the templates had been delivered to him. The template was now divided 

into two documents instead of one. They discussed the new template, and all participants 

(most of them members of the community of commercial processing) agreed to add it to 

Legal Support in both Swedish and English. 

 This example illustrates that simply by expanding one of the original document into 

two, the documents actually extend the set of possible actions for applying templates by 

two and thus the restrictiveness of Legal Support. The example also illustrates that the 

community is directly involved in the process of making the documents available via 

Legal Support. 
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8.1.2 Sophistication 
Legal Support can be characterized as having a low degree of sophistication. Today, it 

does no more than enable members of the community, as well as non-members that have 

access to Siemens’ intranet, to readily read and retrieve information (e.g., standard 

agreements, templates, news, and commentaries) using a keyboard and computer 

terminal. The aim of the system in technical terms is at the time of the study to be a 

central information repository that enables users to read and download documents that 

support them in their work. The focus is on legal and commercial information, hence the 

name Legal Support, and the information aims to support users when it comes to the legal 

and commercial aspects of selling and buying products and services on behalf of 

Siemens. 

 As argued, not very much has happened in aspects of sophistication since Legal 

Support was implemented on Siemens’ intranet. But, initiatives have come up during the 

time of the present research study. For example, there has been an ongoing discussion at 

Siemens and especially at Legal Support meetings on how to make it easier to find 

relevant information on Legal Support on the intranet. The discussion has generally been 

about making it easier for those that are new to the system or use the system very seldom. 

Most of the present members that use Legal Support do not seem to have any problem 

finding what they look for. However, the usual pattern is that members read and 

download the very same documents over and over again. They very seldom click around 

and read information that they do not think has any relevance to get their job done. Ideas 

that have been brought up by the community in relation to make it easier to find 

information on Legal Support are the new features presented in the previous section, and 

as described, none of them could be implemented at that time. 

 The community is part of shaping Legal Support through members using and being 

actively and directly involved in the production, negotiation, and decisions concerning 

content (templates, news etc.), technical features (e.g. keyword index and search engine), 

as well as design features in general. At the time of the study, Legal Support had not 

changed in a way that made it more sophisticated, but the members of the community 

have still affected its sophistication. By keeping it as it is and being involved in saying 

yes or no to further developments they contributed to Legal Support’s sophistication. 

Remember that the community of practice through appropriations of Legal Support may 

contribute to change but also to stability. Despite the fact that none of the ideas men-

tioned above were implemented, they illustrate that members of the community have 
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been actively part of promoting (enable) new features that would make Legal Support a 

bit more sophisticated, and they have been part of rejecting ideas, thereby opposing 

(constraining) changes in Legal Support. Accordingly, by members’ appropriation of 

structural features, members reaffirm Legal Support and contributed to stability. This 

implies that a model of community of commercial practice and Legal Support should 

recognize that communities of practice constitute and shape IT in terms of both change 

and stability.  

8.1.3 Comprehensiveness 
From the very day Legal Support was implemented, members of the community of 

commercial processing have played a major part of the development of Legal Support. 

Remember that it was developed and implemented to support the commercial processors 

in the first place. Since the beginning, the comprehensiveness of Legal Support has 

grown both in terms of number and variety of features offered. However, comprehen-

siveness can imply more as well as fewer structural features offered (change) or 

comprehensiveness can stay the same and be reaffirmed (stability). 

 Evidence of occasions where the community of commercial processing and 

members have contributed to the comprehensiveness in some way can be illustrated 

through the process by which templates are created and added to Legal Support over 

time. A concrete example is the creation of the template for negotiating and selling 

consultancy services on behalf of Siemens, described in Section 6.1. By being part of 

creating and adding templates the number of documents, i.e. structural features, have 

changed. These templates include preferred and frequently used commentaries and 

exceptions to standard agreements, e.g. regarding consultancy services. They incorporate 

formal official rules and informal rules that have been institutionalized over time and are 

now also embedded in templates found in Legal Support. Adding templates to Legal 

Support can change its comprehensiveness because it offers the processors additional 

rules and resources to apply in relation to and together with for example standard 

agreements, commentaries, and recommendations when processing requests and 

preparing offers.  
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As quoted previously in Section 6.2.2: 

 

We use a template that includes our exceptions when we prepare offers. In the 
Bid – No Bid document, the sales people declare if it is possible to use our 
standard templates or not. If not, then we have to take a closer look at what to 
make of it and how to proceed.  
(Commercial processor – Automation & Control/Automation & Services) 
 

Another episode related to comprehensiveness is the production of documents for 

Legal Support. At one of Legal Support meetings the Internal Audit Manager at Siemens 

reported that AJB had delivered and uploaded four different documents to Legal Support, 

as discussed and decided at previous legal support meetings. The process started with 

AJB informing the participants at one of the meetings that a new version of a particular 

standard agreement had been uploaded. A decision was also taken to the protocol, which 

stated that AJB was to create relevant documents in relation to the release of the new 

version of the particular standard agreement in question. Four documents were created: 

(1) one that explained the difference between the old and the new version of the standard 

agreement, (2) one containing relevant news about the new standard agreement, (3) 

commentaries to the new version, and (4) one containing AJB’s recommended exceptions 

to the new standard agreement together with an explanation of the exceptions. It was 

recorded in the minutes that these four documents had been uploaded to Legal Support. 

The community had reviewed, negotiated, and accepted these new resources (i.e. 

structural features). These four documents all add to the number of resources found in 

Legal Support and thus expand the comprehensiveness of Legal Support. 

 Another episode, described previously in Section 6.1, that also illustrates an 

expansion of the comprehensiveness, took place when Siemens was to create a 

summary of all the insurance policies Siemens held. To summarize, the Internal Audit 

Manager announced at one of Legal Support meetings that Siemens was to offer 

training regarding insurance in relation to commercial law and that they were to 

publish information digitally about insurance-related issues together with a summary 

of all the insurance policies Siemens had. This summary had been created by one of 

the employees at Siemens, and they decided to send the document to AJB for review. 

AJB thought the document was OK, but some improvements could still be made. The 

participants at the meeting took the decision to put a link to the document on Legal 

Support. In addition, some of the participants also thought the document was too 

difficult to understand. Therefore a document was created that contained instructions 
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on how to handle the insurance issues that were brought up in the original document. 

In sum, new documents and a web link were created, which extended the comprehen-

siveness of Legal Support. 

 What these examples show is that the community of practice has to some extent 

contributed to changing and extending the comprehensiveness of Legal Support. This 

has occurred through the process by which documents are created and added to Legal 

Support over time. 

8.2 Spirit 
The spirit provides legitimation to Legal Support by supplying a normative frame with 

regard to behaviors that are appropriate in the context of Legal Support. The spirit is 

illustrated and analyzed in respect to the constructs of the CoPIT model’s information 

technology component, more specifically the characteristics of the spirit, i.e. (1) process, 

(2) metaphor, (3) personification, (4) atmosphere, and (5) coherence. 

8.2.1 Process 
The process refers to the specific type of process that the spirit promotes. Recall from 

Section 6.1 that the purpose of Legal Support has never been to replace the personal legal 

support coming from AJB. It acts as a complement to AJB and other sources of 

information, such as consulting colleagues or using Siemens’ different information 

databases. The overall goal of the facility is to improve the terms of agreement entered 

into with customers and suppliers. When Legal Support was implemented, the processors 

had to learn how to solve problems themselves and therefore could not rely on AJB to the 

same extent as before. As described earlier, the main reason for this change is, according 

to the processors, the institutional pressure that Legal Support now signifies. Remember 

that one of the reasons it was implemented in the first place was that it became too 

expensive to consult AJB in person every time there was a problem. Now the processors 

needed to learn how to solve problems themselves and therefore could not rely on AJB to 

the same extent as before. Now they had to use Legal Support before they could contact 

AJB, to see if they could use Legal Support to solve their problems instead. Legal 

Support has also been described in Section 6.1 as a digital handbook that contains 

detailed descriptions of a wide range of issues that are important to consider when 

working with agreements for trade and industry and when entering into negotiations with 

suppliers or buyers. Further, learning is experiential and social and involves a dynamic 
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interplay between members of the community in which they participate. Recall particu-

larly the sections about learning from experience, which stated that in order for the 

community of commercial processing to create reliability in experience (exploitation) the 

commercial processors needed to interact with the rules and resources of the community. 

One way is to participate in the community’s ecology of community learning activities 

and to use Legal Support. 

 This indicates that Legal Support thus promotes learning opportunities, as 

employees can use it to learn more about commercial law. These learning opportunities 

constitute and shape the spirit and learning process being promoted. Accordingly, in 

some cases the commercial processors need to solve problems that go beyond their own 

experience of commercial processing. In short, they find themselves in a situation where 

knowledge of the community needs to be realigned to the processor’s own local, 

subjective, and immediate experience. Here the commercial processors’ learning process 

is interpreted as the interplay between socially defined knowledge of the community 

embedded in, for example, Legal Support and the processors’ own subjective experiences 

(cf. Wenger, 1998). Hence, in order for the commercial processors to transform personal 

experience until it represents the knowledge of the community, they can use Legal 

Support. For example, in the case described in Section 6.1, when one of the processors 

experienced a lack of knowledge about intellectual properties and royalties, she used the 

information in Legal Support and other members’ experiences to mold her experience 

until it more or less reflected that of the community. She engaged herself in the ecology 

of community learning activities. These interactions produced experiences that acted as a 

source for interpretation and reflection. The processor then assimilated these interpreta-

tions into what experiential learning theory would call an abstract generalization or a 

hypothesis (Kolb, 1984), which she later applied and tested in her own local setting. The 

objective accumulation of previous learning of the community is now also reflected in the 

processor’s subjective life experience of commercial processing. As described earlier, 

this illustrates how the processor comes to experience knowing as a person and deals with 

the uncertainty she experiences in her local setting. This is also how the members of the 

community use IT to promote the connection of members’ learning cycles and how the 

community negotiates, reaches consensus, and deals with remaining uncertainty. It is how 

Legal Support constitutes the community’s production of reliability in their experience 

and produces rules that guide members’ future participation and engagement in practice. 

Further, this is also how members learning trajectories contribute to the spirit and 
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learning process that Legal Support promotes. Let us recall three quotations from Section 

6.2.2 that illustrate how members’ actions contribute to promote a spirit of learning:  

 

A time ago, our exceptions were regarded by the sales people as of no use, but 
now they are regarded as a necessity and the sales people even want to know 
the meaning of them. The sales people’s situation has changed due to Legal 
Support on the intranet and the exceptions you find there. They accept it now 
and need to learn more about legal issues.  

(Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 
 
In our world we are nothing more than laymen, however.  

(Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 
 
I mean I am not a lawyer, am I.  

(Commercial Processor - Transportation Systems) 
 
 

 These citations reflect that the commercial processors understand that they 

need to learn more about commercial law, and that Legal Support can support their 

learning trajectories and create reliability in their experience. At the same time they also 

show that members’ engagement in the domain of commercial processing helps to 

promote Legal Support’s spirit and process of learning. It implies that the community of 

commercial practice is part of producing the spirit that provides legitimation to Legal 

Support by supplying a normative frame with regard to behaviors that are appropriate, in 

this case, the learning processes that are being promoted in the context of Legal Support. 

 Let us now look at some examples that illustrate how the community of 

commercial processing and members promotes a spirit and process of efficiency. Recall 

that Legal Support also supports the commercial processors in their daily work in more 

general terms. For example, when the processors analyze requests, prepare offers, or 

support the sales people when they enter negotiations, they can find general information, 

news, questions, commentaries, guidelines, and checklists in relation to legal and 

commercial issues. Legal Support also contains documents such as standard agreements 

and templates, which the commercial processors find useful in order to get the job done 

faster and in a more efficient way. Remember that the processors frequently use Legal 

Support to download for example standard agreements and commentaries, which are 

attached to offers, and by doing that they do not have to spend a lot of time writing legal 

formulations. According to them, this saves a great deal of time. 

 Secondly, project meetings provide opportunities for project members, 

especially sales people, to raise questions about commercial issues. Often, most of the 
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questions brought up during project meetings are related to exceptions to existing 

standard agreements. As described in Section 6.1, one of the processors explained that 

she usually prints out exceptions from Legal Support and thereafter communicates to 

everybody in her project what they meant. She also mentioned that everybody involved 

felt more at ease when they used official formulations that have been provided by AJB, 

which made it easier for them to get the exceptions accepted and for her to get her job 

done. The processors also felt it sometimes too time consuming to analyze every clause. 

Instead they often log on to Legal Support to check for exceptions that AJB recommend-

ed them to include. As this quotation from the previous chapter illustrates: 

 

I remember that we were going to be required to use standard agreement AB-
99. I logged on to Legal Support on the intranet, looked it up and read the 
comments with the exceptions that AJB proposed. Then I knew that I should not 
accept the initial request without including the exceptions proposed by AJB. It 
is much better to include them than not, and it is a lot safer than going through 
every clause looking for traps.  
 (Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 

 

 Another example that promotes a spirit and process of efficiency is the 

example, described in Section 6.1, where one of the processors explained that the sales 

people needed to know something related to the commercial part of a particular offer and 

did not want to contact the commercial processor. She explained that they could actually 

access Legal Support during an actual meeting with the customer and found out if they 

could use any of the commentaries or recommendations from AJB. If so, they could then 

download the text and communicate it to the customer. 

 At the time of the study the commercial processors could not consult AJB 

whenever they wanted. One of the reasons for this is according to the commercial 

processor the institutional pressure that Legal Support put on them. They bear in mind 

that it is considered too expensive to consult AJB every time there is a problem. 

Remember that when Legal Support was implemented the processors had to learn how to 

solve problems themselves, and this has also affected how the processors’ interact and 

communicate with others, such as sales people, for example, when one of the processors 

tried to get the sales people to use Legal Support more often in order to reduce some of 

work pressure from the processor. This would make it a lot easier for the processors to 

get their job done.  
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As the quotation put forward in Section 6.2.2 shows: 

 

But we try to get them to use Legal Support. For example, when I receive a re-
quest on my desk and they know it deviates from our normal standards then I 
want them to check the intranet first. A lot of things are plain misunderstand-
ings and if you just sit down and check Legal Support first you can solve a lot of 
these things yourself. We don’t have to discuss every issue and that saves time 
[…] I have even tried to get everybody to have it as a starting page on the in-
tranet. However, they didn’t accept it because they thought it messed up their 
world.  
 (Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 
  

 In sum, these examples illustrate that members’ ongoing engagement in the 

joint enterprise of commercial processing helped to reproduce and stabilize the spirit and 

the process of learning and efficiency in relation to Legal Support. 

8.2.2 Metaphor 
The metaphor refers to symbols or figures of speech that designers and users use when 

describing Legal Support and structures, e.g. as a conference room or library. From the 

community of commercial processing’s perspective, here we are primarily interested in 

analyzing how the community constitutes and shapes the metaphor. Therefore, let us look 

at the reference of the metaphor by those that can be characterized as participants in the 

community of commercial processing. As the community involves different types of 

participants with different perspectives and roles, and also engages in the community and 

practice with different intensity, it is interesting to see what symbol and figure of speech 

the participants use when they talk about, refer to, or in other ways describe Legal 

Support. 

 Although there are a large number of people that have access to Legal Support, 

it is definitely the commercial processors that represent the majority of the users. When it 

comes to the commercial processors, whether they are defined as core, full, or peripheral 

members, almost all of them refer to Legal Support as “Legal Support” [Juridikstödet]. It 

is regarded as a legal support application containing information and documents that is 

useful when it comes to legal and commercial aspects. The next group of participants is 

the people from AJB, who can be defined as transactional participants. They often use 

two metaphors, as they do not only talk about Legal Support as the “Legal Support,” they 

also use the metaphor of “handbook” explicitly in different documents. AJB also 
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emphasizes the word digital a bit more than the people from Siemens. This is evident 

from the description given in Section 6.1: 

 

In Siemens case, Legal Support that is provided through their intranet is more 
or less a collection of web pages on the intranet. According to AJB this collec-
tion of web pages is a form of digital handbook (ATLAS), which contains de-
tailed descriptions of a wide range of issues that are important to consider 
when working with agreements for trade and industry and when entering into 
negotiations with suppliers or buyers. According to AJB, the handbook can for 
example lead to a more effective allocation of resources and by using it for 
smaller routine transactions and personal legal advice for larger specialized 
ones, one can lower the overall cost of legal advice. It also offers learning op-
portunities as co-workers can learn more about the practice of law. According 
to AJB, it is also an effective tool for structuring, storing, and developing the 
company’s knowledge base about legal practice, especially about the commer-
cial aspects. 

 

 During the time of the study there have not been any indications of change in how 

members of the community of commercial processing talk about Legal Support, except for 

AJB starting to refer to Legal Support as a handbook named ATLAS. This has mostly been 

in relation to activities and in materials not related directly to Siemens. From AJB’s 

perspective the service of providing legal support via different information technologies is 

not delimited to Siemens. This has not affected the community of commercial processing; 

the members still talk about it as Legal Support. In sum, the community of commercial 

processing strongly contributes to the metaphor of Legal Support through speech acts and 

referring to it by name in different documents, memos, executive summaries, etcetera. 

8.2.3 Personification 
The personification of Legal Support refers to human qualities that designers and users use 

when describing the structural features. During this research study I have not heard any 

participants in the community of commercial processing invoke any human qualities when 

referring to or describing Legal Support, except when explicitly asked to during interviews. 

When asked to describe it using human qualities, even then, they could hardly do it. Only 

in one or two cases did they came up with a name – human expert.  

8.2.4 Atmosphere 
The spirit in terms of atmosphere relates to the relative formality or informal nature of 

interaction and whether the interaction is structured or unstructured. Legal Support can be 

characterized as having an informal spirit where the interaction is rather unstructured. 
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This means appropriations of Legal Support structures to commercial processing and 

learning are interpreted as rather flexible, with a relaxed atmosphere with a mixture of 

legal support and other structures emerging in the member’s interaction (cf. DeSanctis & 

Poole, 1994). Let us look at some illustrations of what this means in the context of the 

community of commercial processing and how the community constitutes and shapes the 

atmosphere. 

 When asked to use standard agreements the processors can choose to log on to 

Legal Support to check if there are any exceptions that are recommended for use. This is 

a very informal interaction and is largely up to the processor to do as they see fit. Also, it 

is not always the case that these recommendations fit the situation, so a mixture of Legal 

Support and other structures may also emerge as they can accept, reject and change the 

recommendations based on the particular situation. We can here recall the following 

quote from Section 6.2.2: 

 

At first I accepted AJB’s recommendations on Legal Support straight away, for 
example that liabilities should be limited to 15%. But after we tried to lower this 
recommended percentage and it worked, we now know that we can try to go 
lower than what’s regarded as standard […] Sometimes, we even skip AJB’s 
recommendations when they do not favor us.  
 (Commercial Processor – Transportation Systems) 

 

 Another example, described by one of the commercial processors once again, is 

the attempt to get the sales people to interact with Legal Support more often, even during 

a proceeding negotiation (Section 6.2.2):  

 

But we try to get them to use Legal Support on the intranet. For example, when 
I receive a request on my desk and they know it deviates from our normal 
standards then I want them to check the intranet first […] I have even tried to 
get everybody to have it as a starting page on the intranet. However, they didn’t 
accept it because they thought it messed up their world.  
 (Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 

 

 Thus, the use of Legal Support structures in the process of negotiation here are 

characterized as very relaxed and informal in character. Everyone seems to choose to 

apply Legal Support as they see fit for their local conditions. If they don’t find it to be of 

use for them, they simply do not use it. 

 In general, the community of commercial processing does not help to convey or 

present a definite formal way to interact and appropriate Legal Support structures in 
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relation to, for example, the domain or practice of commercial processing. Rather the 

contrary is evident, and the community of commercial processing seems to reaffirm the 

informal spirit of Legal Support and flexible appropriations of structures to commercial 

processing. Further, a relaxed atmosphere and a combination of Legal Support and other 

structures appearing in relation to the community’s practice. Accordingly, both speech 

acts and observations in general indicate that the community of commercial processing 

contributed to stability and helped reproduce a relaxed, informal, and flexible atmosphere 

in relation to Legal Support and the community of commercial processing.  

8.2.5 Coherence 
The coherence of Legal Support refers to the relative consistency, stability, and strength 

of the spirit. It is interpreted as strong in respect to the community of commercial 

processing and the spirit is stable in terms of process, atmosphere, and metaphor. 

Regarding personification it is harder to make any statements due to lack of data and the 

members’ difficulties talking about Legal Support in terms of human qualities. But that 

can also be an indication of coherence, that all of them share the same difficulties when it 

comes to describing Legal Support in terms of human qualities.  

 Although the community here is positioned within Siemens, it is the members 

of the commercial processing that produce the spirit. It is produced and shaped by the 

community through members’ participation in the ecology of community activities, such 

as legal support meetings and Legal Support interactions described in previous sections, a 

spirit that is strong among the members, especially among the core members. This spirit 

also has been very consistent throughout this research study; no indication of change 

regarding the spirit has been seen during the study. The community of commercial 

processing constituted and reaffirmed this consistency over time as members participated 

in the practice of commercial processing. 

8.3 Conclusion  
In terms of structural features the above analysis has shown regarding restrictiveness 

that the community of commercial processing contributed to the effort to develop and 

change the restrictiveness of Legal Support by bringing up and discussing new 

features. Secondly, the community of commercial processing extended the set of 

possible actions for applying templates and thus the restrictiveness of Legal Support.  
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 In terms of sophistication the community of commercial processing is involved 

in saying yes or no to further developments. Members enabled new features that 

would make Legal Support a bit more sophisticated, and they have been part of 

rejecting ideas, thereby they constrained change in Legal Support. Members here 

helped to reaffirm Legal Support and contributed to stability in terms of sophistica-

tion.  

Further, the community of commercial processing contributed to change and to 

extend the comprehensiveness of Legal Support through (1) the process by which 

templates are created and have been added to Legal Support over time, (2) through the 

very process of creating new documents that all added to the number of resources 

found in Legal Support, and (3) by adding a web link between Legal Support and 

Siemens’ intranet. What these examples confirm is that the community of practice 

constitutes and shapes the comprehensiveness of Legal Support. 

Regarding the spirit and its characteristics (process, metaphor, personification, 

atmosphere, and coherence), the conclusion is that members’ learning trajectories 

helped to reproduce the spirit and learning process that Legal Support also aims to 

promote. Consequently, individuals learning trajectories and members’ ongoing 

engagement in the joint enterprise of commercial processing help to reproduce and 

stabilize a spirit of learning in relation to Legal Support as well as it guides members’ 

future engagement in practice and thus learning, which helped to reaffirm Legal 

Support’s spirit and process of learning. 

 Legal Support also supports the commercial processors in their daily work in 

more general terms, for example, to find general information and use templates so 

they can get the job done faster and in a more efficient way. In so doing, the 

community of commercial practice is also part of producing the very spirit that 

provides legitimation to Legal Support and reproducing the normative frame with 

regard to behaviors that are appropriate. Consequently, members’ ongoing engage-

ment in commercial processing contributes to reproduce and stabilize a spirit and 

process of efficiency in relation to Legal Support.   

 In terms of metaphor, the community of commercial processing talks about 

Legal Support as legal support [Juridikstödet], and there has not been any indication 

of change regarding this, except that AJB often refer to it as ATLAS. The conclusion is 

that the community of commercial processing strongly contributed to the metaphor of 
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Legal Support through speech acts and referring to Legal Support by name in 

different documents. 

 The conclusion regarding personification is that the community of commercial 

processing does not use any human qualities when referring to or describing Legal 

Support. When asked to, even then, they had a hard time using human qualities for 

some reason. In some cases, one or two, they have described Legal Support as a 

“human expert.” I found no evidence of a connection between the personification of 

Legal Support and the community of commercial processing 

 Recall that Legal Support can be characterized as having an informal spirit, 

where interactions are characterized as unstructured. The community of commercial 

processing does not help to convey or present a formal definite way to use Legal 

Support. The analysis above illustrates the contrary. The conclusion is that the 

community of commercial processing contributed to stability and reaffirmed a spirit 

and atmosphere that is relaxed, informal, and flexible.  

  Last we have coherence. The conclusion is that the spirit is strong among the 

members, especially among the core members, and this has been very consistent and 

coherent throughout this research study. This coherence was constituted and 

reaffirmed by the community of commercial processing as its members participated in 

the community’s ecology of learning activities over time. 
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CHAPTER 9  
IT IN ACTION 

The CoPIT model’s third component concerns the very act of bringing the social 

structures of IT into action. For analytical purposes and in line with the CoPIT model, 

one can capture this process by studying members’ direct and indirect use of Legal 

Support and specific rules and resources within the context of the community of practice. 

In the CoPIT model these interactions between members of a given community of 

practice and a given information technology are named IT in Action, as described in 

Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 (summarized in Table 4.3) The CoPIT model proposes that 

studying how people use, relate, blend, or judge a specific structure, within a specific 

context and at a specific time, allows us to identify, analyze, and illustrate how CoP and 

IT constitute and shape each other over time. Further, this allows us to classify and typify 

the actual actions that produce and reproduce relations between the community of 

practice and information technology.23 These interactions represent deeper structuration 

processes referred to as appropriation moves (DeSanctis & Poole, 1994), and represent 

the primary constructs of the IT in Action component.  

 The CoPIT model thus identifies four different appropriation moves. The 

primary constructs of the IT in Action component are as follows: (1) direct use, (2) relate 

or blend, (3) constrain the structure, and last (4) make judgments about structure. There 

are also variations in these appropriation moves. These variations are referred to as 

appropriation types and here represent the characteristics of the primary constructs. The 

CoPIT model thus identifies nine appropriations types as characteristics, i.e. for direct 

use: direct appropriation; for relate or blend: substitution, combination, enlargement, and 

contrast; for constrain the structure: constraint; and for make judgments about the 

structure: affirmation, negation, and neutrality (see Table 4.3). 

                                                
23 The following illustrations are based mainly on observations and on speech acts and minutes from legal 
support meetings. As described earlier most of the commercial processors are responsible for different 
operating groups and thus distributed over the organization. But they have the opportunity to influence 
their working conditions by engaging themselves in the ecology of learning activities, such as Legal Sup-
port meetings that is held every third month. At least one commercial manager from every business unit is 
obliged to attend. Representatives from AJB also participate in these meetings because many of the issues 
brought up are related to their role as the legal advisers of Siemens and Legal Support that they provide via 
Siemens’ intranet. 
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9.1 Direct Use: Direct Appropriation 
Recall the following quotation from above: 

 
I remember that we were going to be required to use standard agreement AB-
99. I logged on to Legal Support on the intranet, looked it up and read the 
comments with the exceptions that AJB proposed. Then I knew that I should not 
accept the initial request without including the exceptions proposed by AJB. 
 (Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 
 

 Looking at appropriation moves of direct use and appropriation types of direct 

appropriation we can recall the following citation above, from Section 6.2.2. It 

illustrates that a member of the community openly expresses use of Legal Support and 

refers to both type of action and the structure used and also relates them to which 

specific task within commercial processing. The appropriation of direct use is here 

interpreted and characterized as direct appropriation. By explicit direct use of the 

exceptions recommended in Legal Support in relation to a specific work task at hand 

(i.e. analyze a request) and commercial processing (practice) structures are repro-

duced and preserved.  

 
We use a template that includes our exceptions when we prepare offers. In the 
Bid – No Bid document, the sales people declare if it is possible to use our 
standard templates or not. 
(Commercial processor – Automation & Control/Automation & Services) 

 
 
 This quote also illustrates appropriations of direct use. Hence, by a direct 

suggestion in the Bid – No Bid document, from the sales people, that a specific template 

in Legal Support can be applied, to a specific work task at hand (Bid – No Bid) and 

commercial processing (practice), structures are reproduced and preserved, and character-

ized as direct appropriation. 

 Further, we can recall the episode from Section 6.2.2 when one of the 

commercial processor suggested that the sales people could log on to Legal Support 

during a coffee break, when in a negotiation process, and look for recommendations and 

clauses to use. As in the example above, a suggestion to use Legal Support for a specific 

work task at hand (Negotiation) and in relation to the domain of commercial processing, 

structures are reproduced and preserved. Consequently, appropriations of a direct use and 

direct appropriation are evident. 

 Another episode from Section 6.2.2, that also illustrates appropriations of direct 

use characterized as direct appropriation is the episode when one of the commercial 
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processors tried to get the sales people to use Legal Support more, in order to reduce 

some of work pressure from the processor. The processors suggested that the sales people 

check Legal Support before they asked the processors for help. Here a suggestion is made 

by the commercial processor to the sales people to use Legal Support; both groups are 

part of the community of commercial processing. Hence, by suggesting use of Legal 

Support the structure is reproduced and preserved. 

9.2 Relate or Blend: Substitution, Combination, Enlargement, and 
Contrast. 
One episode that illustrates appropriations characterized as combination is the example 

described earlier in Section 6.2.2, where Siemens produced a document with a summary 

of Siemens’ insurance protections. In brief, the Internal Audit Manager announced at one 

of Legal Support meetings that Siemens was going to provide education regarding 

insurance-related issues later on during the spring. He also announced that Siemens was 

now going to publish information about insurance issues on the intranet and Legal 

Support. The meeting decided then to put a link to the document on Legal Support and 

that the document was to be discussed at the next course in commercial law. At the next 

meeting two of the participants mentioned that the document was regarded as a bit too 

complex. Based on this deficiency the meeting decided that AJB was to produce a 

complementary document with hands-on instructions on how to handle insurance issues 

and related legal clauses. At the next meeting, AJB announced that the document had 

been produced, approved, and uploaded to Legal Support. Participants from Siemens 

responded with the comment that the document was useful, but both a long and a short 

version were asked for. The request was later fulfilled. A link to the instructions from the 

original document with the summary of insurances was also created shortly after. By 

producing one structure as a corrective for a perceived deficiency in another, Legal 

Support structure is related to and blended with another structure, in this case the original 

document found on Siemens’ intranet. Thus, appropriations of relate or blend are evident. 

 
 
In the past you called AJB first. They were the system before. But now you 
check Legal Support on the intranet.  

(Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 
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 The above citation from 6.2.2, where the commercial processors expresses that 

she used to call AJB before doing anything else, illustrates that the member notes the 

similarity between Legal Support and the organization AJB via a negative allusion, 

expressing that Legal Support is now the information system AJB was before. This may 

sound and be interpreted as positive in the first place, but interviews suggest that since 

the implementation of Legal Support, members have to solve more issues themselves 

than before. Therefore, the old system (AJB) before the new system (Legal Support) 

made life easier for the members, according to themselves. It was easier to get the job 

done before the time of Legal Support. Appropriations characterized as enlargement are 

evident here. By expressing similarity and comparison between Legal Support provided 

through the Siemens’ intranet and legal support provided by AJB, here via a negative 

allusion, legal support structure is related to and blended with structures connected to the 

personal legal support AJB provides to the members of the community.  

As discussed in earlier sections, the processors raised a caveat concerning the 

use of Legal Support. They suggested that it could be risky to apply recommended 

agreements and comments without caution and without putting them in relation to the 

local circumstances that a specific case implies. One processor stressed that it could 

also be very dangerous if everyone suddenly became a lawyer just because of Legal 

Support. Accordingly, the processor expressed that Legal Support does not make 

them lawyers, and the service is not a substitute for AJB. Thus, the commercial 

processor expresses the structure by telling what it is not, i.e. not a substitute for the 

personal advice and support given by AJB. The member makes a reference both to 

Legal Support and transactional participants (AJB), all within a context referring to 

the domain of the community of commercial processing. By making a comparison in 

terms of a contrasting structure Legal Support is related to and blended with another 

structure outside Legal Support. Thus, this illustrates appropriations of relate or blend 

and types classified as contrast. 

 Another episode that also illustrates appropriations types of contrast and thus 

appropriations of relate or blend occurred at one of Legal Support meetings, where AJB 

employees announced that they had met with two representatives from Siemens Legal 

Services in Germany. AJB showed them Legal Support and in return the German 

representatives demonstrated their Legal Services Handbook. AJB suggested that 

Siemens in Sweden should take a decision whether Legal Support should include some of 

the parts from the Legal Services Handbook or if a reference to it might be sufficient. 
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According to ABJ, Legal Support and the Handbook differed slightly both in how they 

were organized and in content. AJB recommended Siemens to complement Legal 

Support with selected parts from the Handbook. One of the biggest advantages of doing 

so was that the employees at Siemens did not have to make time-consuming comparisons 

between the two when everything was integrated in Legal Support. Two meetings later 

the proposition to integrate parts from the Handbook into Legal Support were rejected by 

the participants. This episode illustrates, first that structures (Legal Support vs. Hand-

book) are compared, with neither favored over the other. Second, AJB notes the 

advantage of having parts of the Handbook integrated into Legal Support so that it would 

not be necessary to compare the two, thereby saving a lot of time. By comparing 

structures, structures are related and blended with each other and appropriations of relate 

or blend and contrast are evident.  

9.3 Constrain the Structure: Constraint 
During one of Legal Support meetings the participants discussed whether or not it was 

easy to find information on Legal Support. One of the participants thought it was easy for 

him, but newcomers and those who were not used to Legal Support probably had to 

search longer to find what they were looking for. Some suggestions for how to make 

searching easier were also put forward. AJB was asked to come up with suggestions for 

how to improve the search function on Legal Support. Thus, comments on how it is 

working, both positive and negative (deficiency), are put forward. A request regarding 

what is being done (could be done) to Legal Support was made. By commenting on how 

structures are working (Diagnosis) and questioning what can be done with the Legal 

Support structure in question (Status request), structures are interpreted and reinterpreted. 

Hence, this episode illustrates appropriation moves classified as constrain the structure 

and types characterized as constraint.  

Another episode from Chapter 6 that illustrates appropriations types that can be 

classified as constraint occurred at a legal support meeting where AJB informed the 

others that they had gone over both the Swedish and the English templates that are 

used when Siemens proved their consultancy services. AJB also reported that the 

documents have been updated and could be uploaded to Legal Support. The meeting 

decided to put the new versions on Legal Support. AJB reported at the following 

meeting that this had been done. At the same meeting that AJB informed participants 
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about their review of the templates. AJB also reported that the memorandum they 

were to produce about the difference between the old and the version of one of the 

standard agreements that Siemens uses had been completed and was to be found 

under the news section in Legal Support. In conclusion, commenting on how the 

structures work (Diagnosis), and stating what has been or is being done with 

structures, Legal Support structures are here interpreted and reinterpreted. Thus 

appropriations are classified as constrain the structure and constraint. 

A third episode that also comes to illustrate appropriations of constrain the 

structure is the “insurance” episode brought up and discussed in the previous section. 

In sum, a link and a document have been created in relation to Legal Support and 

later on it was declared that this had been done and the document was to be found on 

Legal Support. The document was created as a corrective for a perceived deficiency 

in the original document found on Siemens’ intranet. The document was to support 

the task of handling the legal clauses in relation to insurances issues and commercial 

processing. Legal Support was here combined with the insurance issues of commer-

cial processing. Participants also made a diagnosis and commented on a particular 

structure (Document with instructions on commercial issues), in that it needed to be 

shorter. This was later reported as having been implemented. By commenting on how 

the structure is working and also stating what is being and what has been done with 

the structure over time, Legal Support structures are interpreted and reinterpreted, and 

appropriations of constrain the structure and constraint are demonstrated. 

9.4 Make Judgments about Structure: Affirmation, Negation, and 
Neutrality 
The commercial processors notice an advantage of using Legal Support and the 

recommended commentaries or exceptions. Using Legal Support, and commentaries, 

saves time and feels safer to use what has been approved by others regarded as experts at 

Siemens and by AJB. Thus, by communicating the advantage of using the structure in 

relation to the specific task at hand (create offer) and in relation to the community of 

commercial processing, structure is accepted, and the appropriation type classified as 

affirmation. 

 Another example of appropriations that classifies as making judgments about 

structure is exemplified by the following quotation first cited in Section 6.2.2: 
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At first I accepted AJB’s recommendations on Legal Support straight away, for 
example that liabilities should be limited to 15%. But after we tried to lower this 
recommended percentage and it worked, we now know that we can try to go 
lower than what’s regarded as standard […] Sometimes, we even skip AJB’s 
recommendations when they do not favor us. 

(Commercial Processor - Transportation Systems) 
 

 Here the member expresses that they openly use Legal Support and the 

recommendations found there. This is a case of direct use and direct appropriation. But 

what is more important is that the member raises a caveat that recommendations on Legal 

Support may not always fit the local conditions of the processor and that even the sales 

people sometimes disagree with the recommendations. Therefore, members start to reject 

appropriation of the specific structure by ignoring it as soon as they do not feel the 

structure suits the local conditions or notice the advantages of another one. By ignoring 

AJB’s bid to use the recommended 15% limit, members hereby reject appropriation of 

Legal Support. Thus, structure is ignored and rejected and appropriations are character-

ized as negation. 

 Another illustration of appropriations of make judgments of structure and 

negation can be drawn from the following citation from Section 6.2.2: 

 

A time ago, our exceptions was regarded by the sales people as of no use, but 
now they are regarded as a necessity and the sales people even want to know 
the meaning of them. The sales people’s situation has changed due to Legal 
Support on the intranet and the exceptions you find there. They accept it now 
and need to learn more about legal issues. However, they did not accept it be-
cause they thought it messed up their world.  
 (Commercial Processor – Automation & Services) 

 

 First, the member makes a comment on how Legal Support works in a positive 

way by pushing the sales people to learn more about legal issues. However, the sales 

people here obviously disagree with the idea to use Legal Support more frequent because 

it made their life more complicated. By giving a diagnosis on how Legal Support works 

in a positive way, Legal Support is reinterpreted due to the changing situation for the 

sales people and their relation to the Domain of commercial processing. Hence, by 

directly rejecting the suggested appropriation of structure, structure is rejected, which 

entails that old patterns of appropriation and structure are reproduced and preserved. 

These actions constitute appropriations classified as negation. 
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 One episode that illustrates appropriations of neutrality, but also negation, is 

the one that occurred at one of Legal Support meetings where AJB told they have met 

with two representatives from Siemens Legal Services in Germany. This episode is 

discussed above in Section 9.1.2. In this episode it is evident that the participants 

expressed uncertainty towards the suggested use of structures and the proposed benefits 

and therefore in the end rejected the proposition from AJB to integrate the Handbook into 

Legal Support. Accordingly, by expressing a neutral attitude and uncertainty towards use 

of the structure, appropriations of neutrality are evident in this episode. Later a disagree-

ment about the use and benefits of the structure is expressed, and the new Legal Support 

structure is rejected and thus not accepted. Thus, appropriations types of negation are 

evident.  

9.5 Conclusion 
The objective with this chapter was to use the CoPIT model’s third component and 

adherent analytical frame to analyze the empirical data and illustrate how people 

directly or indirectly “appropriate” structures, and then to classify these actions 

according to the four primary constructs and the nine characteristics included in the IT 

in Action component. The appropriation moves and types that have been identified in 

this chapter are summarized below. 

The conclusion drawn from the first section, concerning direct use, is that the 

four episodes discussed all illustrate appropriation types identified and classified as 

direct appropriation. In terms of relate or blend, appropriations have been identified 

and classified as combination, enlargement, and contrast. However, I did not find any 

evidence for appropriation types that could be classified as substitution. Regarding 

constrain the structure, we have three episodes that all illustrated appropriations 

classified as constraint. In terms of appropriations of make judgments about structure, 

we have one episode that illustrated appropriations of affirmation. Second, we have 

one episode that illustrated two appropriation types, classified as neutrality and 

negation. Third, we had one more episode that illustrated appropriation of negation. 

In sum, all four main appropriation moves were found in the analysis and all 

appropriation types expect substitution was evident.   
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CHAPTER 10  
RELATIONS 

The following chapter aims to tie together the three previous chapters and illustrate how a 

community of practice and information technology constitute and shape each other 

through relations. According to the CoPIT model it is through appropriations that 

structure and action are linked, and it is through appropriations of structure that relations 

come into being. The CoPIT model provides a framework that makes an analytical 

distinction between the relations between community of practice, appropriations, and 

information technology. These relations make up the fourth and last component and 

analytical frame of the CoPIT model, presented earlier in Chapter 4 and summarized in 

Table 4.4. The structure of this chapter will be slightly different from the last three as it 

intends to bracket and separate interactions between the components of CoP, IT in 

Action, and IT in order to identify and illustrate the four types of relations described in 

the CoPIT model. In order to identify and illustrate relations between CoP and IT and 

how they shape each other through appropriations, I will thus temporally break down 

interactions between the community of commercial processing, appropriations, and Legal 

Support. By doing so, we can the analysis into patterns of interaction characteristics of a 

particular setting, and we can identify relations between the community of practice and 

Legal Support. These relations typify and encode an interaction order that represents 

local variants of more general principles, such as the ones represented in Orlikowski’s 

structurational model of technology (Orlikowski, 1992). I have argued that these 

principles come to form the foundation of the CoPIT model and for how CoP and IT 

shape and constitute each other over time. The aim is also to analyze whether relations 

represent change or stability. These are all characteristics of relations in the CoPIT 

model. 

 Accordingly, I will first give brief summaries of previously described episodes 

and identify and illustrate appropriations, relations, and how these relations constitute and 

shape structural features of communities of practice as well as information technologies. 
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10.1 The Insurance Case 
Let us go back to the episode when Siemens together with AJB produced the document 

with instructions on how to handle insurance issues, recall the following episode 

described earlier in Section 6.1:  

 Siemens produced a document with a summary of Siemens’ insurance policies. In 

brief, the Internal Audit Manager announced at one of Legal Support meetings that 

Siemens was going to provide education regarding insurance related issues later on 

during the spring. He also announced that one of Siemens’ employees had already created 

such a document and further that Siemens was now going to publish information about 

insurance issues on the intranet and Legal Support. The meeting decided then to put a 

link to the document on Legal Support and that the document was to be discussed at the 

next course in commercial law. At the next meeting two of the participants reported that 

the document was regarded as a bit to complex. Based on this deficiency the meeting 

decided that AJB was to produce a complementary document with hands-on instructions 

on how to handle insurance issues and related legal clauses. At the next meeting, AJB 

announced that the document had been produced, approved, and uploaded on Legal 

Support. Participants from Siemens responded with the comment that the document was 

useful, but both a long and a short version were asked for. The request was later fulfilled. 

A link to the instructions from the original document with the summary of insurances was 

also created shortly after. 

 For analytical purposes interactions between the community of commercial 

processing, appropriations, and Legal Support are bracketed and separated into the four 

types of relations, described in the CoPIT model and in Table 4.4. The first step here is to 

identify and classify appropriations in the same way as in the previous chapter. The next 

step is to identify and define the four relations in the CoPIT model. 

 In short, sources of structures in focus are Legal Support and the community of 

commercial processing, which come together in processes of appropriations. Further, by 

producing one structure as a corrective for a perceived deficiency in another, Legal 

Support structure is related to and blended with another structure, in this case the original 

document found on Siemens’ intranet. Secondly, through comments on how the structure 

is working and also stating what is being and what has been done with the structure over 

time, Legal Support structures are interpreted and reinterpreted. Third, by openly using or 

suggesting the use of the document in place, structure is preserved. Through these 

appropriations relations and consequences are produced. The analysis identifies three 
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different appropriation moves with adherent appropriation types. First we have relate or 

blend and combination. Second we have constrain the structure and constraint, and last 

we have direct use and direct appropriation. 

 In terms of relations, the insurance case illustrates that participation in the 

community and the domain mediates and conditions appropriations such as relating and 

blending one structure with another structure, in this case the original document found on 

Siemens’ intranet with the one they negotiate and come to produce for Legal Support. 

This also takes place when members comment on how the document is working and state 

what is being and what has been done with it, or by using or suggesting that others use 

the document. Through members’ participation and engagement in these appropriation 

moves, relations between the community and appropriations are produced and evident. 

These appropriations also take place within and in relation to the community of 

commercial processing that will shape appropriations. This is in line with the third 

proposition underlying the CoPIT model – institutional conditions of interacting with 

information technology – that Legal Support is used within certain socio-historical 

communities of practice that will shape appropriations and constitute relations between 

Communities of Practice and IT in Action (R1). 

 Through the community’s appropriations of structures, described above, 

relations between appropriations and Legal Support are produced and established. These 

relations have come to shape Legal Support in terms of enlargement of the comprehen-

siveness of the system. That is, members’ appropriation moves constituted relations 

between IT in Action and IT (R2) and led to a new legal support document and a web 

link, which changed and transformed the comprehensiveness of Legal Support. This is in 

line with the first proposition, presented in Table 3.1, underlying the CoPIT model– 

information technology as an outcome of human action – that it is through members’ 

appropriations and engagement in the community’s practice that Legal Support is 

reproduced and transformed. 

 By the negotiation and production of Legal Support documents and the 

adherent web link referred to above interactions between Legal Support, actions, and the 

community are produced and established. In so doing, Legal Support comes to mediate 

interactions and shape actions into appropriations, in this case relate or blend, constrain 

the structure, and last direct use. In detail, actions and structures of Legal Support comes 

together here in the following: first, participants negotiate and produce the document with 

the insurance policies and the complementary document as a corrective for a perceived 
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deficiency in the other original document proposed; second, by commenting on how 

Legal Support document is working and stating what has been or is being done with the 

structure; and, third, by referring to and suggesting use of the document by producing the 

web link. This is also in line with the second proposition from Table 3.1, underlying the 

CoPIT model – information technology as a medium of human action – as Legal Support 

mediates members’ participation and interactions with Legal Support structures, which 

here help us to define, classify, and generalize interactions in terms of appropriations. 

This case also illustrates relations between IT and IT in Action (R3). 

 The example above illustrates that Legal Support is to some extent negotiated 

by the community when members’ appropriation moves can be connected to Legal 

Support structures. Appropriation of Legal Support structures here gave rise to relations 

of mutual accountability among those who care about and like to contribute to the 

domain of the community. The documents above, made available through IT, came to 

reflect relations of accountability and thus what matters, or not, in the community. In the 

end, the appropriation moves described above provided members of the community with 

a sense of what specific domain the community focuses on, what they value and share a 

commitment to. In short, a sense of what the community and practice is all about. 

Therefore appropriations of Legal Support also enable geographically distributed 

members to use, negotiate, and get a sense of what kind of information is distributed 

throughout the community, as well as what kind of knowledge, behavior, and competenc-

es the community values. Appropriations of Legal Support structures produce here 

relations to between IT in Action and Communities of Practice (R4), relations that enable 

the reproduction of the community’s domain. This is in line with the fourth proposition 

underlying the CoPIT model – institutional consequences of interaction with information 

technology; as members appropriate Legal Support they also act upon the structural 

properties of the community of commercial processing either by reproducing them or 

transforming them, in this case the domain of the community of commercial processing. 

 In sum, the insurance case illustrates all four relations (R1-R4) depicted in the 

CoPIT model and the consequences of these relations. These empirically based illustra-

tions and analyses propose that the community of commercial processing helps to change 

the comprehensiveness of Legal Support, and Legal Support helped to reaffirm (stability) 

the domain and practice of the community of commercial processing. Further, relations 

and relational consequences are produced through the following appropriation moves: 

direct use, relate or blend, and constrain the structure. Thus, the analysis identifies the 
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type of human actions (i.e. appropriations) that produces the relations and how these 

relations are constituted and constitute structural features of communities of practice as 

well as information technologies. 

10.2 The Template Case 
As discussed in previous chapters, the commercial processors have come to use local 

standard templates that they have produced over time. These templates include preferred 

and frequently used standard agreements, comments, paragraphs, and exceptions. They 

incorporate informal rules that have been institutionalized over time. They also incorpo-

rate official formal rules and policies that state the conditions under which Siemens’ 

employees may take part in negotiations, enter into agreements, and sign contracts. 

Remember that the commercial processors use more or less standardized templates when 

standard agreements do not apply or need to be complemented by certain legal clauses. 

These templates are available via Legal Support. Templates are used, when possible, in 

the process of producing offers. For example, in the Bid–No Bid document it is often also 

stated whether a template is applicable or not. As discussed earlier, when a commercial 

processor takes part in the preparation of offers, a normal procedure is then to download 

the agreement and commentaries that they think should be included in the formal offer. 

Then, during project meetings the processors also inform the others in the project why a 

specific agreement and commentaries should be used, and explain the implications they 

entail. 

 Another episode in relation to templates is when the members of commercial 

processing are engaged in the process where templates are continuously modified and 

new ones are created. Remember the example in Section 6.1 and 8.1.1 where AJB, during 

one of Legal Support meetings, reported that they were reviewing the templates for 

agreement and contracts regarding selling consultancy services on behalf of Siemens, 

both in Swedish and English. It was recorded in the minutes that the new versions were to 

be delivered at the next meeting. On this occasion the Internal Audit Manager informed 

everyone that the templates had been delivered to him and the template was now divided 

into two documents instead of one. They all discussed the template and all agreed to put 

it on Legal Support in both Swedish and English. 

 In these episodes, sources of structures in focus are again Legal Support and 

the community of commercial processing, which come together in processes of appropri-
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ations. The following appropriations are identified. Through comments on how the 

structures work and stating what has been or is being done with structures, Legal Support 

structures are interpreted and reinterpreted and defined as constrain the structure and 

constraint. Second we have appropriation of direct use and direct appropriation. Thus, by 

a direct suggestion in the Bid–No Bid document and use of templates from Legal Support 

structures are reproduced and preserved. Next, the analysis will identify the four relations 

(R1-R4) in the CoPIT model. 

 By being involved in commenting on the template and in the status report, the 

community is part of and helps to shape interactions into certain types of appropriation 

moves; in this case constrain the structure. Second, by using or suggesting use of a 

template, the community is actively part of shaping appropriations into direct use and 

thus preserving structures. Accordingly, through the community and members’ interac-

tions, relations between the community and appropriation are produced and evident, i.e. 

between Communities of Practice and IT in Action (R1). 

 By participating in the process by which templates are created and have been 

added to Legal Support, relations between IT in Action and IT (R2) are instantiated in 

practice. By creating and adding templates, the set of possible actions for applying a 

standard agreement changes, and thus the structural features of Legal Support. Adding a 

template can thus constitute a change in the restrictiveness of Legal Support because it 

offers additional options for applying, for example, standard agreements, commentaries, 

recommendations, which are to be found in Legal Support. Accordingly, through 

members’ appropriations of Legal Support, structures are here transformed and the 

restrictiveness of IT changed. 

 Legal Support comes to mediate and constitute relations. Relations between IT 

and IT in Action (R3) are established in this example when the processors download 

agreement and commentaries that they suggest should be included in the formal offer and 

when informing others during project meetings, for example, why a specific agreement 

and commentaries should be used. The extension of the restrictiveness also enables 

diagnosis and appropriations of direct use by expanding the set of possible actions for 

applying the templates in Legal Support. For example, the templates for agreements 

regarding selling consultancy services on behalf of Siemens are now divided into two 

documents instead of one. This is for example something the commercial processor had 

to take into consideration when bringing the documents to a project meeting. It is also 

something the sales people take into consideration when they produce the Bid–No Bid 
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document. Hence, Legal Support mediates and shapes human actions classified according 

to the CoPIT model as constrain the structure and direct use. 

 Last we have relations and interactions that take place between IT in Action 

and Communities of Practice (R4). Appropriation of structures and use of Legal Support 

enable the commercial processors not only to take part in the production of the communi-

ty’s practice and shared repertoire, it also enables them to share their resources with co-

workers outside the immediate context of the community, for example, to those who only 

have passive access to the domain or could be defined as transactional participants. 

Through appropriations of direct use and constrain the structure, members and different 

types of participants can interact with the community’s repertoire of resources. For 

example, in the case of the project meeting described above, appropriations of templates 

enabled the participants to make sense out of experience and produce generalizations, 

which were applied into local practice of producing formal offers to a particular client. In 

the case of the Bid–No Bid document described above, the suggestion to use templates 

from Legal Support constitutes and shapes the practice by the very act of templates being 

applied into local practice and the production of formal offers to Siemens’ clients. Both 

these examples illustrate how appropriations constitute and shape the community’s 

domain, practice, and also mutual engagement. 

 Second, appropriations of Legal Support structures act as a means to get in 

contact with resources that the community has produced over time. As has been argued 

above in the case of the commercial processors, the shared repertoire of resources is not 

theirs alone, as they are produced and articulated in a dynamic interplay with the rest of 

the organization (Wenger, 1998). For example, the sales people are often asked to check 

Legal Support for information before they hand over a request to the processors. They 

also have the opportunity to discuss templates etcetera during formal project meetings. 

Put shortly, appropriations mediate interactions between the sales people and the shared 

repertoire of the community, which contributes to the establishing of relations between 

the community and participants or non-members. Specifically, appropriations produce 

relations between the community and different formal projects by enabling interactions 

between the shared repertoire of the community and formal projects, and between 

experience from formal projects and members of the community. As argued, appropria-

tions of Legal Support structures (e.g. templates) thus help to transcend the spatiotem-

poral limitations inherent in concrete experience of participation and engagement in 

practice. That is, members of the community cannot be all over the organization, and 
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outsiders (e.g. sales people) may have a hard time participating in the practice of the 

community, either because they are not regarded as competent practitioners or spend their 

time with other people, groups, or communities. But, they can still interact with what the 

community of practice has left for them to be accessed through Legal Support. What 

these examples illustrate and imply is that appropriations of Legal Support structures, for 

example, direct use and constrain the structure, can enable boundary connections and 

constitute membership and articulate different types of participation.  

 In sum, the analysis identifies the following appropriations: First, direct use 

and direct appropriation; second, constrain the structure and constraint. These appropria-

tions produce relations between the community of commercial processing (CoP) and 

Legal Support (IT). By participating in the process by which templates are created and 

have been added to Legal Support, relations between the community and Legal Support 

are instantiated in practice. By creating and adding templates the set of possible actions 

for applying for example a standard agreement changes, and thereby the restrictiveness of 

Legal Support. Appropriations also enable the processors not only to take part in the 

production of the community’s practice and shared repertoire, it enables them to share 

their repertoire of resources with co-workers outside the immediate context of the 

community, for example to those who only have passive access or could be defined as 

transactional participants, e.g. sales people. Through appropriations members interact 

with the community’s repertoire of resources and produce relations over time.  

 Accordingly, the analysis and illustrations show that relations between the 

community of commercial processing and Legal Support are established through 

appropriations. In terms of the community of practice, appropriations of structures 

promote and enable boundary interactions, and they shape and articulate membership and 

different types of participation, relations that shape the domain by articulating what the 

community and members value in terms of what kind of templates are accepted and 

applied in practice. Overall this contributes to the reproduction and production of the 

very practice of commercial processing. In terms of Legal Support, appropriations in this 

case changed the restrictiveness of Legal Support. Altogether, it illustrates and confirms 

the four relations in the CoPIT model depicted in Table 4.4 and the four propositions 

underlying it depicted in Table 3.1. 
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10.3 The Handbook Case 
Recall the following episode described earlier in Section 9.2:  

 At one of Legal Support meetings, AJB informed participants that they had met 

with two representatives from Siemens Legal Services in Germany. AJB showed them 

Legal Support and in return the representatives from Legal Service in Germany 

demonstrated their Legal Services’ Handbook. AJB suggested that Siemens in Sweden 

should take a decision whether Legal Support should include some of the parts from the 

Legal Services’ handbook or if a reference to it could be sufficient. According to ABJ 

Legal Support and the Handbook differ slightly both in how it is organized and in 

content. AJB recommended Siemens to complement Legal Support with selected parts 

from the Handbook. One of the biggest advantages with that was that the employees at 

Siemens would not have to compare the two when everything was integrated in Legal 

Support. Having to compare the two would be very time consuming for them. Two 

meetings later the proposition to integrate parts from the handbook into Legal Support 

was rejected by the participants. This episode illustrates, first that structures (Legal 

Support vs. Handbook) are compared, with neither favored over the other. Second, AJB 

notes the advantage of having parts of the Handbook integrated into Legal Support in that 

users would not have to compare the two if parts from the Handbook were integrated into 

Legal Support; this would save a lot of time. 

 Appropriations are interpreted in this case as twofold. First, structures (Legal 

Support vs. Handbook) are compared, with neither favored over the other, and appropria-

tions are classified as relate or blend and contrast. Second, AJB thought that combining 

parts from the Handbook with Legal Support would save a great deal of time for members 

of the community. The participants expressed an uncertainty towards the suggested use of 

structures and the proposed benefits and therefore rejected the proposition from AJB to 

integrate the Handbook into Legal Support. Appropriations are here classified as make 

judgments about structure and neutrality, which later ends with the appropriation type 

classified as negation. Next, let us identify the relations produced and mediated by these 

appropriations. 

 First, by members being actively involved in comparing the “German” 

Handbook and Legal Support, expressing uncertainty towards use of the handbook, and 

last expressing disagreement about the use and benefits of the integrating the handbook 

into Legal Support, new Legal Support structures, and thus change, are rejected and not 

accepted. In so doing, the community actively contributes and shapes interactions into the 
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appropriations identified above and relations between Communities of Practice and IT in 

Action (R1) is evident. 

 By comparing structures, structures are related and blended with each other. 

Expressing an uncertainty towards use of the structure and disagreement about the use 

and benefits of the structure, the new proposed Legal Support structure is rejected and 

thus not accepted. Thus, through being actively involved in shaping actions into the 

following appropriations, relate or blend and make judgments about structure, members 

come to reproduce and negotiate the spirit of Legal Support. In this case relations 

between IT in Action and IT (R2) instantiated and the coherence strengthened by and 

through the appropriations identified.  

 By comparing structures members interpret and negotiate Legal Support 

structures vis-à-vis the Handbook; structures are related and blended. Against the 

background of the comprehensiveness and coherence of Legal Support structures, 

members here judge and express uncertainty towards the proposed benefits of integrating 

new information. Thus, as in this case, when members draw upon previous concrete 

experiences of the structural features and reinterpretations of the spirit, Legal Support 

contributes to shape interactions into appropriation defined as making judgments about 

structure and negation, which also constitutes relations between IT and IT in Action (R3). 

 Through appropriations of Legal Support described above, dispersed members 

became aware of the fact that they are all engaged in a joint enterprise and had to 

accomplish more or less the same kinds of activities despite that they belong to different 

business and operating units. This indicates that, despite different local situations,  

members’ responses are connected on more general principles. They all felt that rejecting 

the proposition from AJB would be in the best interest of everybody. They perhaps use 

different standard agreements or commentaries or recommendations that they see fit local 

conditions, but their responses are still connected to and influence the community of 

commercial practice. In other words, appropriations helped to preserve structures and 

strengthen relations of mutual engagement and a sense of that they all share a joint 

enterprise of commercial processing. This also illustrates relations between IT in Action 

and Communities of Practice (R4). 

 In sum, by being actively involved in comparing structures, expressing an 

uncertainty, and expressing disagreement about the use and benefits of the integrating 

certain structures into Legal Support, the community also constitutes the appropriation 

moves identified. By being actively involved in appropriations members thus “enact” the 
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spirit of Legal Support, which comes to strengthen and preserve the spirit and in 

particular the coherence of Legal Support. In this particular example it is strengthened 

through appropriation types classified as negation. At the same time members also come 

to draw upon previous concrete experiences of the structural features and interpretations 

of the spirit. Thus the spirit, indirectly through appropriation, contributes to the promo-

tion and shaping of actions into negation. Last, through contrast and negation, appropria-

tions also constitute the community of commercial processing by preserving and 

strengthen relations of mutual engagement and a sense of sharing a joint enterprise.  

 Accordingly, this illustrates that relations between the community of commer-

cial processing (CoP) and Legal Support (IT) are established through appropriations, 

which are constituted and shaped by the community of practice and the spirit of Legal 

Support into appropriations defined as contrast and negation. Here, appropriations 

mediate and shape relations of mutual engagement, a sense of joint enterprise, and come 

to strengthen the coherence of Legal Support. 

10.4 The Reliability Case 
As I have discussed in Section 6.2, the commercial processors’ engagement in the sales 

process begins when someone from the sales division leaves a request from a potential 

customer on their desk. The commercial processors then go over the request to see what 

kinds of agreement and terms are applicable from Siemens’ perspective. Further, the 

commercial part of the requests include everything from references to standard agree-

ments together with hundreds of additional clauses to nothing more than a plain request 

to buy a product without reference to any commercial conditions whatsoever. And when 

asked to use standard agreements the processors often log on to Legal Support to check if 

there are any exceptions that are recommended to include when using a certain standard 

agreement.  

 To their help the commercial processors also use standard templates that they 

have produced over time. These include preferred and frequently used standard agree-

ments, comments, clauses, and conditions. Templates that contain informal rules that 

have been institutionalized over time and official rules and policies that state the 

conditions under which Siemens’ employees may embark upon negotiations, enter into 

agreements, and sign contracts. Recall from Section 6.2.2 that the commercial processors 

expressed that the use of templates makes it a lot easier for them to analyze requests in 
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order to prepare their offers. The use of templates also depends on the character of 

requests, offers, and customer relationships. If it implies standardized product/system, a 

mature industry together with well-established standard agreements, or a long-term 

customer relationship, then it is much easier to apply templates. After processing the 

request they discuss the commercial aspects with each other in order to prepare and 

create the formal offer. At the project meetings, members also discuss and decide what to 

include in terms of exceptions or other legal clauses. Here the participants also have an 

opportunity to ask questions about commercial issues, in most cases these concern 

exceptions to existing standard agreements, which often are downloaded from Legal 

Support and printed out to everybody in the project.  

 According to the analysis sources of structures in focus are the community of 

commercial processing and Legal Support. The following appropriations are identified. 

When receiving the Bid–No Bid document the processors relate Legal Support to other 

structures and compare them to see which structure to use. Here Legal Support structures 

are favored over other structures and appropriations identified as relate or blend and 

contrast, which then are followed by appropriations of direct use in order to see which 

template or exception can be applied to the offer. Thereby structures are preserved and 

appropriations classified as direct use and direct appropriation. As argued, the commer-

cial processors choose to download and print out specific templates and exceptions, 

which they bring to project meetings and try to give directions and explain the meaning 

of specific structures or how they should be used, i.e. constrain the structure and 

constraint. During these meetings other members usually also ask question about the 

structure’s meaning or how to use it. Hence, structures are reinterpreted and appropria-

tions classified as constrain the structure and constraint.  

 Further and in terms of relations, with members being actively involved in 

actions of direct use, relate or blend, and constrain the structure, they constitute 

appropriations. These are shaped here by shared histories of learning, as individuals 

create reliability by relating to past experiences in the form of socially defined 

knowledge. For example, when they receive a Bid–No Bid document the processors 

relate Legal Support structures to other structures and compare them to see which 

structure to use. Past experiences condition and mediate present thoughts and actions, and 

thus how members enact structures in practice. When Legal Support structures are 

favored over other structures appropriation of relate or blend are followed by direct use 

of Legal Support to see which templates or exceptions that can be applied to the offer. 
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Thereby structures are preserved and appropriations classified as direct use and direct 

appropriation. Further, recall from Section 6.2, where one of the commercial processors 

expressed that she was required to use standard agreement AB-99. She logged on to 

Legal Support and read the comments with the exceptions that AJB recommended. She 

expressed that she then knew that she should not accept the initial request without 

including the exceptions proposed by AJB and that it is much better to include them than 

not. Hence, learning implies a logic of appropriateness and from a community of practice 

perspective, shared histories of learning provide legitimation with respect to appropria-

tions by supplying a normative frame with regard to behaviors that are appropriate and 

what is being promoted in the context of the community and Legal Support. Based on 

previous engagement in the community’s practice (i.e. commercial processing) the 

processor knew that the proper action in this case would be to check Legal Support for 

help. 

 As described, the commercial processors often choose to download and print 

out specific templates and exceptions which they bring to project meetings where 

structures from Legal Support are interpreted and the processors give directions and 

explain the meaning of specific structures or how they should be used. During these 

meetings others usually also ask questions about the structure’s meaning or how to use it. 

Hence structures are reinterpreted and appropriations classified as constrain the structure 

and constraint. From a learning perspective, these interactions produced experiences that 

acted as a source for interpretation and reflection. The objective accumulation of previous 

learning of the community is now also reflected in the processor’s subjective life 

experience of commercial processing, so to speak. As discussed above, this also 

illustrates how members’ learning cycles get connected and how the community creates 

reliability that comes to guide members’ future engagement in commercial processing 

(for example appropriations of Legal Support structures). Hence, the community’s shared 

histories of learning come to mediate members’ learning cycles, which takes place 

through appropriations. 

 It is evident that the communities of commercial processing’s shared histories 

of learning act as a medium for further engagement and participation in practice, in this 

case engagement and participation in the form of appropriations. Members here evidently 

draw upon previous experience of engagement in commercial processing as they use 

structures, compare structures, favor certain structures, and last explain the meaning of 

structures when asked about their meanings. This also illustrates how reliability is 
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produced within the contexts of community of commercial practice and how this “flow” 

of ongoing of learning activities also comes to mediate and shape appropriations in 

practice. But most importantly the conclusion drawn from this case is that relations 

between Communities of Practice and IT in Action (R1) in the CoPIT model are evident. 

This example also illustrates the third premises underlying the CoPIT model – institu-

tional conditions of interacting with information technology – where Legal Support is 

used within certain socio-historical communities of practice that will shape members’ 

appropriation of Legal Support structures. 

 As argued, appropriation moves of direct use, relate or blend, and constrain the 

structure all illustrate how members’ learning cycles become connected, deal with 

uncertainty, and create reliability. In so doing, it is how appropriation types of direct 

appropriation, contrast, and constraint support the community’s production of reliability 

and produces rules that guide members’ future participation and engagement in the 

community’s practice of commercial processing. But, it is at the same time also how 

appropriations contribute to Legal Support’s spirit and promote processes of learning. 

Thus, members’ appropriations of structure are here part of producing the spirit that 

provides legitimation to Legal Support by supplying a normative frame with regard to 

behaviors that are appropriate, in this case the learning processes that are being promoted 

in the context of Legal Support. This proposition is based on the background of 

information technology being a product of human action. In addition, it is through 

appropriations of Legal Support by members as they participate in social practices that it 

is given meaning, and in this way Legal Support is also reproduced or transformed. In 

this case the spirit and processes of learning that it is to promote are preserved and 

strengthened, illustrating relations between IT in Action and IT (R2). 

 At the same time as Legal Support is the outcome of human action and social 

interaction, it also conditions and mediates social interaction. For example, when they 

receive the Bid–No Bid document the processors have to check whether the sales people 

recommend that standard templates on Legal Support could be applied. In any case, the 

processors check Legal Support to see if any of the templates or exceptions can be 

applied to the offer. Thereby structures are preserved and appropriations classified as 

direct use and direct appropriation. When the commercial processors choose to download 

and print out specific templates and exceptions they draw upon Legal Support structures. 

They engage in commercial processing, and in that way structures come into being and 

also shape appropriations. Simply, by enabling the processor to download templates to 
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take to project meetings, Legal Support indirectly shapes how meetings will proceed, and 

thus relations classified as IT and IT in Action (R3) are evident. 

 In the case of the commercial processors, the community’s resources are 

accessed through Siemens’ intranet and Legal Support. This contributed to individual 

members’ transformation of personal experience and to the realignment between 

experience and the knowledge of the community. For instance, they can interact with 

Legal Support in search for inputs to their learning cycles. Let us go back to the task of 

processing request described in Section 6.2 to illustrate how Legal Support shapes 

learning in terms of reliability. For example, the commercial processors use Legal 

Support to analyze and compare whether there are any templates that could be used for 

the request at hand. Those are the templates that embed and represent past experiences 

and knowledge of the community of commercial practice, i.e. shared histories of 

learning. These templates help her to prepare the commercial part of the offer and to 

solve the problems she might experience. What this illustrates is how Legal Support 

enables members to deal with uncertainty and create reliability. In so doing, appropria-

tions of direct use and direct appropriation and constraint shape the community’s 

production of reliability and preserve and reproduce rules that guide members’ future 

engagement in practice and appropriations. This is in line with the fourth proposition 

underlying the CoPIT model –institutional consequences of interaction with information 

technology – as members appropriate Legal Support they also act upon the structural 

properties of the community of commercial processing, by either reproducing them or 

transforming them. In this case appropriations of Legal Support structures promote the 

creation of reliability and constitute relations classified as R4 - IT in Action and 

Communities of Practice.   
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10.5 The Variety Case 
As a background, let us go back again to the process of handling requests and preparing 

offers described in Section 6.2 in order to analyze and illustrate the aspects of exploration 

and variety in the contexts of Legal Support and community of commercial processing. 

Remember that requests that imply change and adjustments for different reasons can 

become problematic. Thus, problems arise when requests include new or unfamiliar 

agreements, clauses, or demands, or when templates do not apply to a specific situation. 

The first kind of problems appears when there is a lack of knowledge and previous 

experience. Take again the example from Section 6.2.2, where one of the commercial 

processors received a request that included a clause concerning royalties for a software 

program. It was stated that the software should become the property of the customer once 

it has been delivered to them. No previous experience or knowledge of how to handle this 

particular problem existed. The commercial processor tried to solve it by using Legal 

Support, talking to colleagues, and members of the community, but this was not 

sufficient for her to solve the problem at hand. What she then did was to seek advice. Put 

simply, the commercial processor did not possess enough knowledge to solve the 

problem and make the decision herself. The second kind of problem, which has also been 

brought up and discussed in Section 6.2, arises when requests include commercial 

conditions that are not acceptable or when standard templates do not apply. Take the 

incident when Siemens Laser Analytics started to export their product to the Asian 

market. It was a new market for them, with different laws and legislations. The commer-

cial processor could not use the old templates that he usually used. Here Legal Support 

did not help him and in this situation he needed to contact some of the other commercial 

processors for advice. This shows that problems may arise both due to lack of knowledge 

and previous experience or when local templates and standard procedures do not apply to 

requests and specific situations.  

 As we can see, it is not always that Legal Support with its templates, recom-

mendations, and commentaries fit the local conditions of the commercial processors, 

which is evident in the two examples above. Sometimes people also disagree with some 

of recommendations or commentaries in Legal Support. Take the example from Section 

6.1, where AJB recommended that liabilities should be limited to 15% and one of the 

commercial processor tried to go lower and succeeded. This illustrates how the processor 

comes to explore new possibilities and experiences and how this is reflected in the 

processor’s subjective life experience of commercial processing. Remember that some of 
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the commercial processors also raised a caveat about Legal Support, suggesting that it 

could be dangerous to apply recommended agreements and commentaries without putting 

them in relation to the local circumstances. 

 According to the analysis, sources of structures are Legal Support and the 

community of commercial processing, and appropriations are interpreted and classified as 

follows. First, members express that they openly suggest the use Legal Support in order 

to try to solve their problems and to get the job done. Thereby appropriation is classified 

as direct use and direct appropriation. In so doing, structure is here preserved. In this case 

the processor tried to solve it by direct use and direct appropriation, but it was not 

sufficient. The only proper action according to the commercial processor was to seek 

advice and ask for help. Thereby, relate one structure to another and use one as a 

corrective for a perceived deficiency in the other. Appropriation is thus defined as relate 

or blend and combination. In this case we see an indication that members express 

judgments and tend to start to reject or ignore Legal Support structures as soon as they do 

not feel structures fit the local conditions or note an advantage of another one. Thus, 

appropriations are classified as make Judgments about structure and negation. Members 

also here express an uncertainty towards Legal Support – just because Legal Support is 

there it does not make the members “legal experts.” For example, when ignoring the 

recommendations in Legal Support to use the recommended 15% limit, members thereby 

reject appropriation of Legal Support. Thus, the recommendation to use the 15% in Legal 

Support is ignored or directly rejected and appropriation defined as make judgments 

about structure and negation.  

 The examples brought up in this section both illustrate that members do not see 

Legal Support as the only solution as they relate to other structures, express an uncertain-

ty towards Legal Support, and in the end, even ignored or rejected the use of Legal 

Support. The episode where the commercial processor started experimenting with AJB’s 

recommendation that liabilities should be limited to 15% is a good example that members 

can balance exploitation and exploration in terms of Legal Support and hinder that it 

actually may drive out exploration to such extent that it may blind them to major 

redirections and become trapped in a competency trap (March, 1991). Remember again 

that learning implies logic of appropriateness, and from a community of practice 

perspective shared histories of learning provide legitimation with respect to appropria-

tions by supplying a normative frame with regard to behaviors that are appropriate. What 

these examples also illustrate is that members have the ability to negotiate and explore 
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new possibilities and ignore and reject Legal Support structures when they see fit. In so 

doing, relations between CoP and IT in Action (R1) are instantiated in practice. 

 Appropriation moves of relate or blend structures and make judgments about 

structures illustrate how members can deal with certainty, avoid getting caught in a 

competency trap, and create variety. It is at the same time also how appropriation types 

contribute to Legal Support’s spirit and promotes processes of exploration. As argued, 

members’ appropriations of structures are here part of producing the spirit that provides 

legitimation to Legal Support by supplying a normative frame. This also illustrates that 

members through appropriations seem to reaffirm the informal spirit of Legal Support 

and flexible appropriations of structures to commercial processing. Further a relaxed 

atmosphere and a combination of Legal Support and other structures appearing in relation 

to the community’s practice as they show that they do not use it when they do not see fit 

local conditions. In general, this illustrates that the community of commercial processing 

through appropriations of structures shapes and contributes to Legal Support’s spirit and 

also relations between IT in Action and IT (R2). 

 As discussed in this section, some of the processors raised a caveat about 

applying recommended agreements and comments without caution and without putting 

them in relation to the local circumstances that a specific request and offer entail. What 

this implies is that members draw upon previous experience of interacting with Legal 

Support, which illustrates that the spirit in terms of process and atmosphere influence and 

shape members’ actions into appropriation types of neutrality and negation that constitute 

relation between IT in Action and IT (R3). 

 As members relate one structure to another and use one as a corrective for a 

perceived deficiency in the other, members also act upon the structures of community of 

commercial processing. In this case the argument put forward is that as members make 

judgments about Legal Support and tend to start to reject or ignore structures, these 

appropriations also enable members to explore new possibilities. For example, members 

expressed that Legal Support does not make them “legal experts” and thereby appropria-

tions types of neutrality come to constitute processes of exploration. Further, when 

ignoring the recommendations in Legal Support to use the recommended 15% limit, 

members thereby reject appropriation of Legal Support. Thus, the recommendation of 

15% rule in Legal Support is ignored or directly rejected and appropriations defined as 

make judgments about structure and negation. This illustrates that appropriations of 

Legal Support come to shape and constitute learning, contribute to processes of 
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exploration, and thereby relations between IT in Action and CoP (R4) are established and 

evident. 

10.6 Conclusion 
The conclusion drawn from Section 10.1, The Insurance Case, is that the community of 

commercial processing help to change the comprehensiveness of Legal Support and that 

Legal Support helped to reaffirm (stability) the domain and practice of the community of 

commercial processing. These consequences are produced through appropriations 

classified as relate or blend, constrain the structure, and last direct use of structures. It is 

through these appropriations that all relations (R1-R4) are produced and thus evident. 

 Section 10.2, The Template Case, further proposes that relations (R1-R4) 

between the community of commercial processing and Legal Support are established 

through appropriations. Direct use and constrain the structure both produce relations and 

consequences between the community of practice and Legal Support. In terms of the 

community of practice, these appropriations promote and enable boundary interactions, 

shape and articulate membership and different types of participation, and lastly shape the 

domain by articulating what the community and members value in terms of what kind of 

templates are accepted and applied in practice. This helped to reproduce and produce the 

very practice of commercial processing. In terms of Legal Support, the very same 

appropriations of structures came here to change in specific the restrictiveness of Legal 

Support.  

 In Section 10.3, The Handbook Case, appropriations are classified as twofold. 

First, appropriations are defined as relate or blend and second as make judgments about 

the structures, appropriations that also mediated and shaped relations of mutual engage-

ment, a sense of joint enterprise, and came in that way here to strengthen the coherence 

of Legal Support. The conclusion is that relations between the community of commercial 

processing and Legal Support are instantiated in practice through appropriations, which 

again illustrates that all four relations (R1-R4) in the CoPIT model are evident. 

 Section 10.4, The Reliability Case, concludes that Legal Support promotes and 

enables members to engage in exploitation, deal with uncertainty, and thus to create 

reliability in experience. In so doing, appropriations of direct use, relate or blend, and 

constrain the structure, shape the community’s production of reliability and preserve and 

reproduce rules that guide members’ future engagement in practice and appropriations. 
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Further, appropriations also contributed to Legal Support’s spirit and processes of 

learning. Members’ appropriations of structures are thus part of producing the spirit that 

provides legitimation to Legal Support, and in this case the learning processes that are 

being promoted in the context of Legal Support. Hence, through appropriations of Legal 

Support, spirit and processes of learning are preserved and strengthened. In this case it is 

also concluded that through the above-mentioned appropriations all four relations (R1-

R4) are evident. 

 Section 10.5, The Variety Case, concludes that members expressed that they 

openly suggest the use Legal Support, which illustrates appropriations defined as direct 

use. Second, members also relate one structure to another and used one as a corrective for 

a perceived deficiency in the other, which illustrates appropriations of relate or blend. In 

this case members also came to make judgments about the structure and tend to start to 

reject or ignore Legal Support structures, classified as negation. Members also expressed 

uncertainty towards Legal Support, which constituted appropriations of make judgments 

about the structure and appropriation type defined as neutrality. These appropriations 

show how the community of commercial processing and Legal Support constituted and 

shaped each other. Thus, the community of commercial processing through these 

appropriations shaped and contributed to Legal Support’s spirit, especially processes of 

exploration, and helped reproduce a relaxed, informal, and flexible atmosphere. 

Secondly, members draw upon previous experience of interacting with Legal Support. 

This illustrates that the very same spirit that is constituted by the community is also the 

spirit that constitutes and shapes the community of commercial processing. This spirit 

promotes processes of exploration and represents an informal atmosphere, which 

contributes to members’ judgments about Legal Support. This means that a spirit that 

promotes processes of exploration and represents an informal atmosphere also constitutes 

and shapes exploration in the community and members’ ability to create variety through 

appropriations types defined as negation and neutrality. In sum, the conclusion is that the 

variety case also illustrates all four relations (R1-R4) in the CoPIT model. 

 All together this strengthens the more general theoretical principles discussed 

in Chapter 2-4, which form the basic foundation of the CoPIT model. More specifically, 

the CoPIT model is to provide a framework that makes an analytical distinction between 

the relation between community of practice, appropriations, and information technology. 

These relations make up the fourth component and last analytical frame of the CoPIT 

model. The aim of this section was to bracket and separate interactions between the 
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community of commercial processing, appropriations, and Legal Support in order to 

identify and illustrate the four types of relations (R1-R4) described in Table 4.4. Further, I 

propose that these relations typify and encode an interaction order that represents local 

variants of the more general principles represented in Orlikowski’s structurational model 

of technology (Table 3.1).  
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CHAPTER 11  
FINAL DISCUSSION 

 
In this research study I have set out to study how communities of practice and infor-

mation technology constitute and shape each other in order to create a model of the 

relation between the two. This model is intended to be used to facilitate and create a 

better understanding of the dialectical relation between communities of practice and 

information technology. This research journey ends with this final chapter that puts 

forward the final conclusions of this research study. This final chapter comprises four 

sections. In Section 11.1 a summary of the main conclusions are presented. Section 11.2 

discusses implications, and Section 11.3 presents particular areas of interest for future 

research, and the chapter ends with some closing remarks in Section 11.4. 

11.1 Conclusions 
This dissertation began with the presumption that we have left the Industrial Age for the 

Information Age where knowledge and continuous learning in social communities and 

practices have become a key to staying abreast of competition. In addition, it was argued 

that this called for organizations that involved less formal, bureaucratic, and hierarchical 

forms of organizing in favor of more flexible, leaner, and self-organizing networks in 

which knowledge creation and learning are informal, distributed, and decentralized. This 

requires that organizations seek new ways in which knowledge and learning can be 

managed. In the introduction of this dissertation I stated that communities of practice can 

be argued to represent this organizational form. Hence, communities of practice can 

enable organizations to overcome the rigid tendencies of more bureaucratic and 

hierarchical forms of organizing because they are to some extent self-organizing systems 

that represent the social and informal structures of organizations. However, communities 

of practice per se can be good as well as bad for the organization. Therefore, they need to 

be supported and cultivated as any other organizational form in order to avoid becoming 

dysfunctional.  
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 In line with these arguments I have also proposed that when previous 

Knowledge Management initiatives extend the sphere of management control, communi-

ties of practice actually reduce the sphere of control in favor of the members of the 

community of practice. I have also argued that IT has become more and more pervasive 

today in shaping organizations and that IT plays a key role when it comes to knowledge 

work and learning. We also can see an increasing interest and investment in information 

technologies to support these communities in the belief that IT will act as the catalyst for 

the difficult task to manage knowledge work and learning. Together with this we have 

also seen a growing body of research in relation to different social communities and 

information technologies. I have argued that in academia as well as in the corporate life 

of business the theoretical concept Communities of Practice (CoP) has grown to be a very 

popular research topic and area of interest. Due to their proposed informal and self-

organizing character, communities of practice offer an important and fruitful approach to 

understanding knowledge creation and learning in organizations. Further, researchers and 

practitioner have tried to overcome the proposed technological focus that followed many 

of the initial knowledge management efforts by introducing information technologies to 

the concept of communities of practice and thereby releasing the full potential of 

information technology as well as the learning of communities of practice. A growing 

body of research continues to provide empirical data for building and developing theories 

of the relation between communities of practice and information technology. In line with 

this growing body of research, some criticisms have been raised against the concept, for 

example, that the central idea that participation in practice is learning and that it should 

have universal applicability, and that CoP theory tends to overlook important attributes 

that members bring to cognitive processes, missing the role of social agency and situated 

cognition. Another argument is also that there tends to be an inconsistency between the 

empirical and the rational analytical components of the CoP model. In line with this 

criticism, voices has been raised against the generalizability between theory and the 

actual cases under study. 

 The main reason for this dissertation to be written is the argument that prior 

research literatures on communities of practice and information technology show a very 

vague one-dimensional picture that only touches the surface of the complex interrelation-

ship between communities of practice and information technology. Nor did Wenger 

(1998) in his theory of communities of practice encompass or deal with information 

technologies. In Wenger et al. (2009) however, IT is dealt with explicitly, and we adhere 



 201 

to the same perspectives, although IT is still handled in a more general manner.  In 

addition, there are also few researchers that have explicitly focused on a theory of 

communities of practice, as described in the work of Wenger (1998), in relation to IT. 

Today at the end of this research study I still argue that there is a lack of research that 

specifically examines the relation between information technology and communities of 

practice and how they mutually constitute and shape each other. Hence, the specific 

research problem that I have addressed in this doctoral dissertation and research study has 

been to remedy this lacuna by developing a model that focuses on the dialectical relation 

between information technology and communities of practice as presented in particular 

Wenger (1998). Thus, what I have set out to do in this dissertation is to solve this 

problem, fill this knowledge gap, and contribute to existing theories of communities of 

practice by developing a theoretical model of the relation between information technolo-

gy and communities of practice.  

 Accordingly, I have developed a theoretical model that I have used to analyze 

and to illustrate the dialectical relation between a community of practice and information 

technology, and how they constitute and shape each other. In line with the purpose, I 

have specifically addressed the following research question: How do community of 

practice and information technology constitute and shape each other? Further, by 

answering this research question and by developing a theoretical model of the relation 

between communities of practice and information technology, I have attempted to 

contribute to theories of communities of practice and to existing research on communities 

of practice and information technologies. Hence, the main contribution is the CoPIT 

model, not the empirical illustrations in itself.  

 This dissertation was divided in two parts. Part One presented the theoretical 

chapters and a theoretical working model, which I have been referring to as the CoPIT 

model (Community of Practice model of Information Technology). This model intended 

to capture actions, interaction, and thus relations between communities of practice and 

information technology, and how they constitute and shape each other through appropria-

tions of structures. In Part Two the initial CoPIT model was confronted with empirical 

data and used to analyze and illustrate the relation between CoP and IT. By applying and 

confronting the preliminary working model to empirical data, I aimed to produce 

illustrative confirmations or lack of confirmations of the proposed model, and to examine 

its relevance and value. Again, bear in mind that the aim of the study is not to perform a 

pure test of the model; it is rather an attempt to apply and illustrate the model and 
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confront the model with empirical data in order to develop and strengthen it, in order to 

explore and demonstrate its relevance and potential value for future research. The aim of 

this dissertation is thus to develop this model, which then can be tested by others and 

used to develop rich illustrations and narratives about the relations between different 

communities of practice and various information technologies. 

 Further, by confronting the empirical data with the CoPIT model, the main 

conclusion of the study is that communities of practice and information technologies 

mutually constitute and change each other over time through relations that are produced 

and reproduced through appropriations of structures, which ultimately are captured in the 

CoPIT model depicted in Figure 11.1 below. From the development of the CoPIT model 

and the empirical confrontation and analysis conducted in Part Two of the thesis, the 

conclusion from this research study is that the CoPIT model makes sense and is relevant, 

and also that the general principles upon which it is founded hold.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 11.1 Final Community of Practice Model of Information Technology (CoPIT) 

 

11.1.1 Summary of Main Conclusions  
In detail, and to answer the question of how CoP and IT constitute and shape each other, 

the empirical confrontation of the CoPIT model done in Part Two of the thesis gives the 

following result and main conclusions. 
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From Chapter 7 it is concluded that: 

• Information technology constitutes and shapes the domain, community and 

practice of communities of practice.  

• Information technology constitutes and shapes the community life cycle, par-

ticipation, and learning of communities of practice.  

 

From Chapter 8 it is concluded that: 

• Communities of practice constitute and shape the restrictiveness, sophistica-

tion, and comprehensiveness of information technology. 

• Communities of practice constitute and shape the spirit of information tech-

nology. 

 

 From these findings we can draw the conclusion that relations exist both 

between IT in general and the CoP component’s specific constructs and between CoP 

in general and the IT component’s specific constructs. These key findings validate the 

point of departure of this study that there is a dialectical relation between CoP and IT, 

and that they mutually constitute each other over time. This conclusion is very 

important as it goes beyond previous studies of communities of practice and 

information technologies, which typically has focused on either how CoP contributes 

to IT or how IT contributes to CoP. This is too one-dimensional and does not take 

into consideration the dynamics of the relations between these two components that 

exist, and that they mutually constitute and shape each other. This conclusion is thus 

supported, so far, by the empirical confrontation of this study and strengthens the 

CoPIT model’s relevance and underlying propositions. The next step is then to see 

how they shape and constitute each other, meaning what type of interactions have 

been identified and illustrated in this research study. 

 

From Chapter 9 it is concluded that: 

• CoP and IT mutually constitute and shape each other through appropriations, such 

as (1) direct use, (2) constrain the structure, (3) relate or blend, and (4) make 

judgments about structure. Hence, relations between CoP and IT are produced and 

reproduced through appropriations of structures. 



 204 

• In addition to the four appropriation moves above, the following appropriation 

types have been identified and illustrated in Chapter 9: direct appropriation, com-

bination, enlargement, contrast, constraint, affirmation, negation and neutrality.  

 

 If we look at Chapter 10, I have found that in terms of CoP, appropriations of 

direct use and constrain the structure promoted and enabled boundary interactions, 

shaped and articulated membership and different types of participation, and shaped the 

domain by articulating what the community’s members value. Per se this also contributed 

to the constitution of the very practice of commercial processing. I also found that in 

terms of IT, the community and member’s appropriations described above came to 

change the restrictiveness of the focal IT. 

 In addition, I have identified and illustrated appropriations of relate or blend 

and make judgments about the structure, where the conclusion drawn is that appropria-

tions are also constituted and shaped by community of practice and IT. In this case the 

appropriations mediated and shaped the very same community of practice in terms of 

relations of mutual engagement and members’ sense of a joint enterprise and at the same 

time also came to strengthen the coherence of the IT at hand. In addition I found that 

appropriations of direct use and relate to other structures, and constrain the structure 

shaped the community’s exploitation and preserved and reproduced the rules that guide 

members’ future engagement and appropriations in practice. At the same time appropria-

tions also contributed to the spirit and process of learning of IT. The conclusion drawn is 

that members’ appropriations of structure is here part of producing the very same spirit 

that provides legitimation of IT and the learning processes that are being promoted in the 

context of IT. This means that the spirit and processes of learning that IT is to promote is 

at the same time also reproduced and strengthened.  

 Further, the community of practice shaped and contributed to the spirit of IT, 

especially processes of exploration, and reproduced an informal, relaxed, and flexible 

atmosphere. The same spirit also constituted and shaped the community of practice in 

terms of exploration and members’ ability to create variety. 
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From Chapter 10 and the discussion above we can conclude: 

• Relations exist between communities of practice and information technology. 

These relations come into being through appropriations of structures, for ex-

ample, direct use, relate or blend, constrain the structure, or make judgments 

about structure.  

• It is through these relations and adherent appropriations that communities of 

practice and information technology mutually constitute and shape each other 

over time.  

• It is through these appropriations that the different constructs of communities 

of practice, for example the domain, community, and practice, come to shape 

and constitute the different constructs of IT, for example restrictiveness, so-

phistication, comprehensiveness, and vice versa. 

 

 Although we have seen a growing body of research on communities of practice 

and information technologies, they have not provided the detailed information that we can 

identify in these findings, which is also needed to understand how interactions and 

relations take place. Previous research does not focus enough on the mechanisms 

underlying it, and what type of actions and structures we are actually talking about. To 

overcome this problem it is argued that we need a model, such as the CoPIT model, to 

guide our research.  

11.2 Implications 
The CoPIT model is based on the proposition that consequences of using information 

technology do not solely depend on the technology and the structures it embodies, i.e. IT is 

not deterministic. Consequences of interacting with information technology also depend on 

the institutional properties or structural features of the community of practice that members 

belong to and relate to when they choose to use information technology. For example, how 

members of a particular community of practice use and appropriate specific structures of 

IT depends not only on the technology at hand, but also on what kind of domain and joint 

enterprise the community focuses on, how the community (of people) is constituted, and 

what kind of tools, language, stories etc. members produce through practice as they pursue 

their joint enterprise and shared interest in the domain. Thus, consequences of interacting 

with IT depend on how certain members appropriate specific structures embodied in the 
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technology, where the specific community of practice and the structures of information 

technology also come to shape and influence these appropriations. Information technology 

is not a static entity and dimension of technology. Rather, it is a dynamic and reconfigura-

ble information technology that comprises various configurations of hardware and 

software that form a system of loosely coupled structures that can be designed, used, 

modified, removed, and interpreted in many different ways. For example, a particular 

community of practice may produce a shared interpretation of a specific type of infor-

mation technology application that outsiders may not share or even care about interpreting 

or using. It is as negotiated by the community that information technology comes to shape 

and mediate its practice and thus the development of the community of practice. The 

interpretation of information technology is to be regarded as a local collective creation and 

product of the community of practice. The influence that information technology may exert 

over a community of practice is always thus always mediated through practice and by the 

community (Wenger, 1998). For example, a community of practice may produce a positive 

sprit of information technology through appropriation. This local collective interpretation 

of information technology then also comes to produce consequences that may have been 

different if the community had shared a negative interpretation and spirit of information 

technology. This spirit and interpretation may also change as the community of practice 

and the technology develops over time. For example, new members enter the community 

of practice and the community leaves one stage for another stage in the community life 

cycle, at the same time as the technology adds new applications and removes or modifies 

certain structural features.  

 Thus, if we are to understand the relations and consequences of interactions between 

information technology and communities of practice, we need a model – like the CoPIT 

model – of the interplay between communities of practice and information technology. We 

need a model that takes into consideration with the time-space discontinuity and formal 

dualism represented in more traditional models of technology influenced by for example 

the technological imperative or the strategic choice perspective. Prevailing theories of 

communities of practice have focused too much on how different information technologies 

influence a community of practice. This research study has shown how CoP and IT 

mutually constitute and shape each other. Existing theories have not dealt with this mutual 

relation, which has important implications for how we understand how relations and 

consequences are produced and reproduced. Accordingly, this research study, with the 

resulting CoPIT model, has the potential to contribute not only to existing theories on 
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communities of practice and to the ongoing discussion about the role of information 

technologies in social communities in general, but also to inform and guide future research 

on information technologies in relation to organizational learning and knowledge 

management. 

 During this research journey and from a more critical standpoint, I have come to 

realize the problem of working with a model that has never been applied to empirical data 

before and lacks a specific research agenda for how to use the model in terms of empirical 

data collection, analysis, and presentation. Although the main purpose of the study has 

been to develop a new model I believe that for future research the question of how to apply 

the model in relation to empirical data is crucial. In my case I chose to apply the CoPIT 

model in a straightforward way, using more or less the same data collection method for all 

four dimensions. In retrospect I think that the collection of data and the presentation of 

both data and analysis should be done in a slightly different way. One way of doing this is 

to start with a separate thick narration of the life of the focal community of practice and 

then move to a detailed description of the focal information technology under study. This 

means that the relation between CoP and IT, and how CoP and IT constitute and shape 

each other, is not in the forefront in this first stage. The main purpose would be to provide 

a foundation for a better understanding when the explicit relations and appropriations 

between the two are introduced and illustrated. The next step would then be to illustrate 

and present appropriations and explicit relations that exist between specific constructs of 

CoP and IT. Such relations are created through the different appropriation moves and types 

described in the CoPIT model. These appropriations illustrate how CoP and IT constitute 

and shape each other and what specific kind of human actions we actually are talking 

about. An important contribution of this study is therefore not only to demonstrate a 

dialectical and dynamic relation between CoP and IT, but also to typify and classify the 

actual human actions that produce these relations that come to exist between the CoP and 

IT. Once again, most research has been limited to demonstrating that IT in general can 

affect CoP or the other way around. These studies do not show or explain exactly what 

specific “types” of human actions or what specific structures are involved and how they are 

connected and related over time. What the CoPIT model proposes is to typify human 

action by using a classification scheme, as I have done, with the analytical frame of IT in 

Action and adherent appropriations, where I typify the enactment of structures into 

different appropriation moves and types. The benefit lies in the possibility to connect these 

different and specific types of human action to the different and specific variables 
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(structural features) defined in the respective CoP and IT components. The aim is to move 

from general one-dimensional statements like the idea that IT affects mutual engagement 

in communities of practice. Instead we would be able to extend the above statement where 

researchers are able to show how specific variables in each dimension are connected and 

related over time and how they change and also what consequences one can identify under 

what conditions. The CoPIT model can also take into consideration what type of partici-

pants and members produces what type of actions under what type of conditions. 

11.3 Future Research 
Developing a theoretical model based on theories, such as Barley (1986), DeSanctis & 

Poole (1994), Giddens (1979; 1984), and Orlikowski (1992), it is difficult to avoid 

bringing up Robey & Boudreau’s (1999) concept of a logic of opposition when discuss-

ing future research. A logic of opposition proposes that we should take into consideration 

that the institutional properties of information technology and communities of practice 

that people draw upon, i.e. appropriate, can both enable and constrain these actions and 

thereby enable or constrain the transformation of the institutional properties of communi-

ties of practice and information technology. But in order to account for the proposition 

that social structures embedded in information technology as well as in communities of 

practice both enable and constrain social practice and human action, we need to apply 

this proposition to the four key influences in the CoPIT model. So, the model should be 

extended to account for a logic of opposition (Robey & Boudreau, 1999). Briefly, a logic 

of opposition explains organizational change by focusing on opposing forces that 

respectively promote and oppose social change. By contrast, a logic of determination 

explains change as the consequence of variation in a set of predictor variables. While 

both logics may be successfully employed to study the organizational consequences of 

information technology, a logic of opposition potentially explains a wider range of 

organizational outcomes. Whereas deterministic logic is equipped to account for orderly 

relationships among variables in a theoretical model, logic of opposition is equipped to 

account for contradictory outcomes of information technology in organizations. I argue 

that by applying a logic of opposition the model is extended to explain a wider range of 

outcomes than in this particular study, which did not explicitly define the nature of the 

four relationships between the three components in the model according to a logic of 

opposition. Applying a logic of opposition to the CoPIT model would account for the fact 
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that the four key influences also may respectively enable and/or constrain organizational 

change and/or stability.  

 Further, the present study has of course some limitations, which, on the other 

hand, also offer possibilities for future research. First, only one community of practice 

was explored and studied empirically; certainly, the propositions would not be the same, 

which might influence its generalizability or transferability to other contexts. Thus, it 

would be interesting to see what the differences are between similar and different 

communities of practices using both the same and different information technologies. 

 In sum, to overcome the limitations of the present study and strengthen the 

explanatory power of the CoPIT model, the following directions for future research are 

suggested:  

 

(i) take into account that information technologies and communities of practice both 

enable and constrain certain activities (logic of opposition), and  

(ii) if possible, identify and study multiple communities of practice and information 

technologies, similar as well as different. 

 

 Altogether, this would add a new dimension and scope of generalizability to 

the CoPIT model that hopefully could extend our understanding about the relation 

between communities of practice and information technologies. In line with these 

arguments, the CoPIT model, and the conclusions presented, I will put forward the 

following propositions for future research: 

 

P1. The domain of communities of practice is influenced by information technology 

through a) direct use, b) constrain the structure, c) relate or blend, and d) make 

judgments about structure. 

 

P2. The community of communities of practice is influenced by information technology 

through a) direct use, b) constrain the structure, c) relate or blend, and d) make 

judgments about structure. 

 

P3. The practice of communities of practice is influenced by information technology 

through a) direct use, b) constrain the structure, c) relate or blend, and d) make 

judgments about structure. 
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P4. The community life cycle of communities of practice is influenced by information 

technology through a) direct use, b) constrain the structure, c) relate or blend, and d) 

make judgments about structure. 

 

P5. The participation of communities of practice is influenced by information technology 

through a) direct use, b) constrain the structure, c) relate or blend, and d) make 

judgments about structure. 

 

P6. The learning of communities of practice is influenced by information technology 

through a) direct use, b) constrain the structure, c) relate or blend, and d) make 

judgments about structure. 

 

P7. The restrictiveness of information technology is influenced by communities of 

practice through a) direct use, b) constrain the structure, c) relate or blend, and d) make 

judgments about structure. 

 

P8. The sophistication of information technology is influenced by communities of 

practice through a) direct use, b) constrain the structure, c) relate or blend, and d) make 

judgments about structure. 

 

P9. The comprehensiveness of information technology is influenced by communities of 

practice through a) direct use, b) constrain the structure, c) relate or blend, and d) make 

judgments about structure. 

 

P10. The spirit of information technology is influenced by communities of practice 

through a) direct use, b) constrain the structure, c) relate or blend, and d) make 

judgments about structure. 
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11.4 Closing Remarks  
Although the main purpose of this research study has been to make a theoretical 

contribution, it may also contribute to organizations and practitioners that aim to utilize 

information technologies to support learning and knowledge creation in communities of 

practice and among their members. By providing practitioners with illustrative descrip-

tions and the CoPIT model, it can help them build generalizations, which may serve as a 

basis for managing interventions in their own contexts.  

 In the Siemens case, the commercial processors all work on different projects 

within different business units or operating groups. As discussed earlier, working within 

these projects involves talking and discussing with project members, presenting and 

reporting to project managers, and being accountable to company policies and to the 

customers with which they enter agreements. Everybody in a project is also responsible 

and accountable for different parts of the process. For instance, the commercial proces-

sors are responsible for the commercial part, the engineers for the technical, and the 

project managers for running and supervising the project, etcetera.  

 In order to make these projects run as smoothly and effective as possible, 

Siemens describes their operations, processes, and standards procedures in job descrip-

tions, manuals, and training materials etcetera. These descriptions come to represent the 

formal way of doing things. But, these descriptions are often different from the ways 

people actually work to get the job done. A formal job description, for example, states the 

commercial processor’s position from Siemens’ perspective, what the position involves, 

the processor’s main work tasks, responsibilities, authorities, and to whom she reports. 

However, these descriptions are only one part of the picture and refer to what Brown & 

Duguid (1991) call an “abstraction from actual practice.” What this implies is that when 

you face a problem that challenges our knowledge, which cannot be solved by applying 

existing formal procedures, you turn to the colleagues that share your interest and know 

how to get the job done. Although they may not work on the same projects or be 

affiliated with the same business unit, their responses to their working conditions are 

connected, as they face similar problems and same practices. Thus, they are also 

members of community gathered around a certain professional practice. 

 Based on the discussion above we may identify two basic problems when it 

comes to supporting learning and improve work through the use of information technolo-

gies, such as intranets. Siemens describes operations, best practices, and policies in 

formal manuals, training materials, and documents, which are made accessible through 
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their intranet and different databases. The first problem here is that these documents only 

capture the explicit aspects of work practice and omit the informal and detailed side of 

practices and what goes on in a community of practice. As Wenger (1991) argues, it may 

be a good start but is only half of the task, as much of what we know remains informal 

and tacit. The second problem is the actual lack of relevance of the information found in 

these “digital” manuals, training materials, and other documents. The result has been that 

many organizations end up with information systems and databases that nobody uses. 

From this perspective, what matters is not how much one can capture and formalize, but 

rather how different information technologies can support communities, members, and 

their practices. Formalized knowledge has to be part of and relevant to the shared practice 

of communities that need it. 

 Accordingly, business organizations, such as Siemens, face a dilemma here. 

First there is an inherent difficulty in trying to capture and describe work through the use 

of information technology. Secondly, information and knowledge about work has to be 

relevant to the members that are supposed to use it. If it is detached from the actual 

practice of communities, then one will end up with lots of information that nobody needs 

or uses. Nevertheless, many organizations seem to neglect what goes on in practice and 

what really matters to members of different communities in relation to these practices. 

One proposition from this study is that if we focus on the actual practices of communities 

and not only on formal canonical descriptions of work processes, we may solve some of 

the problems raised here. 
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APPENDIX I  
LIST OF RESPONDENTS IN CHRONOLOGICAL 
ORDER; INTERVIEWS, OBSERVATIONS & 
SHADOWING 

First round 
1. Gabriel Lind af Hageby, Information Manager, AJB Advokatbyrå, 
Stockholm, 2003-12-17 
 
2. Ulrich Morenga, Internal Audit Manager, Siemens AB,  
Upplands Väsby, 2004-01-19 
 
3. Annika Gustafsson, Commercial Manager, Transportation Systems,  
Upplands Väsby, 2004-01-20 
 
4. Fredrik Hallenborg, Director Sales, New Carrier Siemens Scandinavia Mobile Networks and Solutions,  
Upplands Väsby, 2004-01-20 
 
5. Emma Rönnmark, Commercial Manager, Siemens Nordic Mobile Networks and Solutions,  
Upplands Väsby, 2004-01-21 
 
6. Anna-Karin Stjernkvist, Financial Manager, Siemens Dematic,  
Upplands Väsby, 2004-01-21 
 
7. Charlotte Curtsson, Commercial Manager, Process Automation,  
Upplands Väsby, 2004-01-21 
 
8. Tore Lindberg, CFO, Siemens Laser Analytics AB,  
Upplands Väsby/Göteborg, 2004-01-22 
 
9. Barbro Älvesand, Financial Manager, Power Generation,  
Upplands Väsby, 2004-01-22 

 
 
Second Round 
 
1. Gabriel Lind af Hageby, Information Manager, AJB Advokatbyrå, 
Stockholm, 2004-04-26 
 
2. Annika Gustafsson, Commercial Manager Transportation Systems, 
Upplands Väsby, 2004-05-03 

 
3. Emma Rönnmark, Commercial Manager Siemens Nordic Mobile Networks and Solutions, 
Upplands Väsby, 2004-05-03 
 
4.Anna-Karin Stjernkvist, Financial Manager, Siemens Dematic, 
Upplands Väsby, 2004-05-04 
 
5. Charlotte Curtsson, Commercial Manager, Process Automation, 
Upplands Väsby, 2004-05-05 
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6. Tore Lindberg, CFO, Siemens Laser Analytics AB, 
Upplands Väsby, 2004-05-05 
 
7. Barbro Älvesand, Financial Manager, Power Generation, 
Upplands Väsby, 2004-05-05 
 
 
Third Round 
 
1. Eva Persson, Commercial Manager, Siemens AB, 
Upplands Väsby, 2006-01-19  
 
2. Tore Lindberg, CFO, Siemens Laser Analytics AB, 
Upplands Väsby, 2006-01-23  
 
3. Barbro Älvesand, Financial Manager, Power Generation, 
Upplands Väsby, 2006-01-23  
 
4. Charlotte Curtsson, Commercial Manager, Process Automation, 
Upplands Väsby 2006-01-24  
 
5. Anna-Karin Stjernkvist, Financial Manager, Siemens Dematic, 
Upplands Väsby 2006-01-25  
 
6. Pontus Bernadsshon, Commercial Assistant, Process Automation,  
Upplands Väsby, 2006-01-25  
 
7. Pernilla Isaxson, Commercial Manager, Siemens Business, 
Solna, 2006-01-25 
 
8. Ewa Mickos, IT-manager, Siemens IT,  
Upplands Väsby, 2006-01-30  
 
9. Cecilia Mellqvist, Commercial Manager, Siemens AB 
Upplands Väsby, 2006-02-03  
 
10. Peter Pazternak, Head of IT-infrastructure, Siemens AB, 
Upplands Väsby, 2006-02-03  
 
 
Shadowing 
 
1. Pontus Bernadsshon, Commercial Assistant, Process Automation,  
Upplands Väsby, 2006-02-20, kl. 09 -15 
 
2. Pontus Bernadsshon, Commercial Assistant, Process Automation,  
Upplands Väsby, 2006-02-21, kl. 09 -15 

 
 

Formal Observations  
 
1. Legal Support Meeting,  
Siemens in Upplands Väsby, 2004-03-11 
 
2. Basic Course In Contract Law  
Siemens in Solna, 2004-05-11 
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APPENDIX II 
FÖRBINDELSE ANGÅENDE SEKRETESS OCH 
PUBLICERING 

 
Doktorand Marcus Lippert, 740805-0198, adress, avser att på Företagsekonomiska institutionen, Uppsala 

universitet, inom ramen för sin licentiatavhandling utföra ett forskningsprojekt avseende juridikstödet på 

Siemenskoncernens (nedan kallad Siemens) intranät. För juridikstödets innehåll svarar AJB Bergh 

Advokatbyrå AB (nedan kallad AJB). 

 

Parterna är införstådda med att offentlighetsprincipen gäller för Uppsala universitet. Undantag härifrån kan 

ske endast i den mån sekretesslagen medger. 

Parterna är överens om att sekretesslagen medger undantag i detta fall. 

 

1. Sekretessförbindelse 

Siemens bedriver verksamhet bland annat inom elektronik-, IT- och elteknikområdena. AJB bedriver 

advokatverksamhet. Liksom för andra företag i de aktuella branscherna, är det för Siemens och AJB:s 

möjligheter att bedriva sin verksamhet framgångsrikt av största vikt att dess särskilda kunskap om bl a 

vissa marknadsförhållanden inte sprids. Vidare är Siemens och AJB:s goodwill i hög grad beroende av att 

all information som de erhåller genom sina respektive affärskontakter liksom att omständigheter kring de 

överenskommelser de ingår behandlas konfidentiellt. Marcus Lippert är införstådd med att fordringarna på 

diskretion beträffande verksamheten hos Siemens och AJB mot bakgrund härav är mycket höga.  

 

Med anledning härav förbinder sig Marcus Lippert och Uppsala Universitet 

att         (1) betrakta som konfidentiellt allt vad Marcus Lippert inom ramen för forskningsprojektet erfar 

om förhållanden rörande Siemens, AJB samt de företag, kunder och privatpersoner som Siemens och AJB 

arbetar med om det inte rör sig om information som inte redan är allmänt känd. 

att          (2) inte för någon utomstående, skriftligen eller muntligen, uppge något som sålunda är 

konfidentiellt enligt (1),  

att          (3) vidta alla rimliga åtgärder för att förhindra att konfidentiell information enligt (1), når andra än 

berörda anställda inom Siemens och AJB, såsom att bevara handlingar på ett betryggande sätt, 

att          (4) att omedelbart informera Siemens och AJB om det kommer till Marcus Lipperts eller Uppsala 

Universitets kännedom att konfidentiell information enligt (1) har spritts till utomstående, samt 

att          (5) infria denna förbindelse inte bara under Marcus Lipperts forskningsuppdrag hos Siemens och 

AJB utan även därefter. 
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Marcus Lipperts handledare, opponenten på licentiatavhandlingen och övriga som kommer att få ta del av 

det sekretessbelagda materialet skall, om Siemens och/eller AJB så kräver, underteckna en motsvarande 

sekretessförbindelse. 

 

2. Publicering 

Siemens och AJB är införstådda med att forskningsprojektet sker inom ramen för Marcus Lipperts 

licentiatavhandling. Resultaten från studien skall därför fortlöpande kunna offentliggöras i enlighet med 

sedvanlig akademisk praxis. Siemens och AJB:s s rätt till skydd av konfidentiell information skall dock 

iakttagas genom att manus tillställs Siemens resp. AJB för granskning en månad före publicering eller 

offentliggörande. Konfidentiell information skall på begäran av Siemens eller AJB kunna uteslutas eller 

modifieras. Resultaten från forskningen skall fritt kunna användas i undervisning och i forsknings- och 

utvecklingsarbete. 

 

Uppsala  2003-11-01 

 

Marcus Lippert    

Uppsala Universitet 

 

__________________________ 

 (Namnförtydligande)    
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APPENDIX III  
STRUCTURATION THEORY 

 
Feature of  

Structuration Theory 
Implication Potential Issues 

Duality of structure Structure and action are insepa-
rable and co-exist 

Structure exists only through 
action. It never pre-exists action 

Structure is a “virtual order 
of transformative relations” 

Rules and resources exist only 
in their instantiation and as 
memory traces orienting the 
conduct 

Material resources, such as tech-
nology, influence social practices 
only through 
their incorporation in processes 
of structuration 

Essential recursiveness of 
social life 

Structure is produced and repro-
duced in every instance of ac-
tion 

Social phenomena are temporary 
regularities in an ongoing process 

Agents always have the 
possibility to do otherwise 

Structural constraint simply 
places limits upon the feasible 
range of options open to an ac-
tor in a given circumstance 

Compliance with structural con-
straint implies choice to do so 

Agents are knowledgeable 
about their actions and 
continuously reflect 
on their conduct 

Agents are aware of their condi-
tion and reflect on it 

Agents may not be discursively 
aware of their knowledge 

Unacknowledged conditions 
and unintended 
consequences 

Production and reproduction of 
society is not wholly intended 
or comprehended by social ac-
tors 

Social generalizations are tempo-
rally and spatially circumscribed 

Routine is integral to the 
continuity of the personality 
of the agent and to 
the institutions of society 

Individual identity and social 
institutions are sustained 
through routine 

The seed of change is there in 
every act which contributes to-
wards the reproduction of any 
‘ordered’ form of social life 

Time space distanciation Societies “stretch” over spans of  
time and space 

The importance of face-to-face 
interaction for social integration 
and the capability of technologies 
to facilitate integration  “at a dis-
tance” 

Double hermeneutic 

Concepts that sociological ob-
servers describe are already 
constituted as meaningful by 
social actors and can themselves 
become elements of the actors’ 
understanding of their own con-
dition 

Social actors can reflexively ap-
propriate the researcher’s under-
standing of their condition 

  

Key features of structuration theory, their implications and some possible issues for 
IS research (Jones & Karsten, 2003, p. 18) 
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APPENDIX IV 
APPROPRIATIONS 

§ Direct appropriation  

o explicit – openly use and refer to the structure 

o implicit – use without referring to the structure 

o bid – suggest use of the structure 

§ Substitution  

o part – use part of the structure instead of the whole 

o related – use a similar structure in place of the structure at hand 

o unrelated – use an opposing structure in place of the structure at hand 

§ Combination 

o composition - combine two structure in a way consistent with the spirit 

 of both 

o paradox – combine contrary structures with no acknowledge that they are contrary 

o corrective – use one structure as a corrective for a perceived deficiency in the other 

§ Enlargement 

o positive – note the similarity between the structure and another structure via a positive 

allusion or metaphor 

o negative – note the similarity between the structure via a negative allusion or metaphor 

§ Contrast 

o contrary – express the structure by noting what it isn’t, that is, in terms of contrasting  

    structure 

o favored - structures are compared, with one favored over the others 

o none – structures are compared, with none favored over the others 

o criticisms – criticizing the structure, but without an explicit contrast 

§ Constraint 

o definition – explaining the meaning of the structure or how it should be used 

o command – giving directions or ordering others to use the structure 

o diagnosis – commenting on how the structure is working either positive (+) or negative (-)  

o ordering – specifying the order in which structures should be used 

o queries – asking questions about the structure’s meaning or how to use it 
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o closure – show how use of a structure has been completed  

o status request – question what has been or is done with the structure 

§ Affirmation (structure is accepted) 

o agreement – agree with appropriation of the structure 

o bid agree – ask others to agree with appropriation of the structure 

o agree reject – others agree to reject appropriation of the structure 

o compliment – note an advantage of the structure 

§ Negation (structure is rejected or ignored) 

o reject – disagree or otherwise directly reject appropriation of the structure 

o indirect – reject appropriation of the structure by ignoring it, such as ignoring another’s bid 

  to use it 

o bid reject – suggest or ask others to reject use of the structure 

§ Neutrality 

o expressing uncertainty or neutrality toward use of the structure 

Appropriation Moves according to DeSanctis and Poole (1994, p. 135)  
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APPENDIX V  
APPROPRIATIONS IDENTIFIED 

 
Direct Use Direct appropriation Explicit 

Direct Use Direct appropriation Bid 

Direct Use Direct appropriation  Indirect 

   
Relate to or Blend with  
other structures 

Combination Corrective 

 
Relate to or Blend with  
other structures 

 

Contrast 

 

None favored 

 
Relate to or Blend with  
other structures 

 

Contrast 

 

Favored 

Relate to or Blend with  
other structures 

Enlargement Negative 

 
Relate to or Blend with  
other structures 
 
 
Constrain the Structure 
 
 
Constrain the Structure 
 
 
Express judgments about  
the structures 
 
Express judgments about  
the structures 
 
Express judgments about  
the structures 
 
Express judgments about  
the structures 

 

Contrast 

 

Constraint 

 

Constraint 

 

Neutrality 

 

Affirmation 

Negation 

Negation 

 

Contrary 

 

Status report 

 

Diagnosis 

 

Bid reject 

 

Compliment 

Indirect 

Reject 

Appropriations identified in the present research study 
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