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Foreword

In today’s world, many companies—as well as public administrations—are con-
fronted with the increasing necessity to adapt to rapidly changing environmental
conditions. Established and hierarchically coordinated organizations, however,
tend towards inertia and stability in their processes and routines, causing diffi-
culties and resistance in adapting fast enough to environmental changes. Prior
literature has shown that one crucial element for promoting learning and adap-
tation could be self-organized communities of practitioners (CoPs). They meet
regularly in order to discuss not only their practical experiences but also cope
with new evolving challenges to their practice by developing adaptive solutions
and initiating their realization. Communities of practice thus spur change and fle-
xible adaptation through self-organized and voluntary collaboration. Importantly,
they do so without any formal assignment or external control.

Despite these promises, communities of practice raise crucial questions con-
cerning the way they interrelate with their organizational context. Although these
communities emerge and work detached from the formal hierarchy and formal
rules of day-to-day work, they nevertheless are situated within this organizatio-
nal context that they are supposed to adapt. Furthermore, control-oriented formal
leadership of the hierarchy may suppress self-organization and informality in
communities of practice because of the expectations to formalize and cham-
pion change throughout the organization. Hence, both culture and leadership
of the organizational context may undermine the very core idea of communi-
ties of practice, namely emergent change and innovation through practitioner’s
self-organized interaction in communities. The questions thus remain, how com-
munities of practice interrelate with their organizational context and how they
ensure its continuous adaptation?

Vii



viii Foreword

Referring to these questions, the present book examines the embeddedness of
communities of practice in the formal organizational hierarchy. Its contribution is
at least threefold: First, it presents an in-depth empirical study that vividly illus-
trates communities of practice as a source of learning and adaptation within the
formal hierarchy of the German Federal Armed Forces. Second, it investigates
the emergence of these communities of practice and their cultural embedded-
ness in this organizational context. Third, this study shows how formal leadership
can affect the practices of communities without commanding them in a tradi-
tional military way, and therefore, can help to reconcile the tension between
communities of practice and their formal organizational context.

To do so, the author is presenting an impressive literature review on commu-
nities of practice, their different interpretations in academic literature, and their
embeddedness in the formal hierarchy. Based on a citation analysis and a subse-
quent content analysis, the author reviews the fundamental nature of CoPs, the
practices within them, as well as their outcome and their interrelation with the
surrounding organization. Notably, the author shows that different theoretical per-
spectives on communities of practice come to different and partly contradictory
explanations concerning the embeddedness of emerging, self-organized commu-
nities of practice within their formal organizational context. Referring to this
research gap, he underlines his research questions addressing (1) the emergence
of communities of practice, (2) their cultural embeddedness within their organi-
zational context, and (3) the dynamics of formal leadership to affect and embed
these self-organized CoPs into the hierarchy.

The empirical study offers an impressive deep dive into three communities
of practice. Based on a qualitative, interpretative research approach, the author
presents a rich data set that has been gathered as part of an ample research pro-
ject at our institute, focusing on “Communities of Practice in the German Federal
Armed Forces”. These findings are structured in three consecutive parts, uncover-
ing the emergence of three communities of practice, their cultural embeddedness,
and their interaction with formal leadership. In detail, the author shows that these
communities of practice emerged because practitioners sensed changed require-
ments for their respective practice. They began to self-organize and to create new
resources. The author reflects his findings against the background of a “resourcing
in practice lens” and complexity theory, explicating how new resources emerged
in each of the three communities.

Furthermore, the findings reveal a very intensive interrelation between the
communities of practice and their organizational context that is driven by cultural
norms and values. Practitioners learn cultural resources during their education in
the FAF, experience them as partly devalued in their day-to-day business within



Foreword ix

the hierarchical administration, but reanimate and reproduce these norms and
values through their membership in the informal communities. Drawing on a
practice lens and complexity theory, the author refers to this process as “cul-
tural resourcing”. Regarding the interaction between communities of practice
and official leaders, the author uncovers four processes inherent in leader-
member relations—enabling the emergence of a CoP, supporting its members with
resources, sensegiving and sensemaking, and assistance in putting the solutions
developed by a CoP into practice. The author substantiates this way of enabling
leadership by referring to complexity leadership theory. Finally, he consolidates
these different aspects of embedding self-organized communities of practice in
a hierarchical context in a comprehensive model which is—to the best of my
knowledge—the first model depicting the interrelations between self-organized
communities of practice and their organizational context in a theoretical and
empirically grounded manner.

In summary, this study offers remarkable contributions (1) for understanding
the essential onto-epistemological nature of communities of practice as well as
their potential for creating new resources, (2) for understanding the cultural
embeddedness of communities of practice in their organizational context, and
(3) for understanding the dynamics of influencing these self-organized CoPs via
enabling leadership. These results are not only crucial for scholars but also for
managers. The key takeaways are first the vast potential of communities of prac-
tice as a source of organizational adaptability, and second, the possibilities of
how leadership can foster the alignment of these communities of practice with
their hierarchical context. Due to these remarkable contributions, I hope that this
study gets the attention and recognition in management and organization stu-
dies it deserves. Certainly, readers will have an exciting, inspiring, and enriching
experience.

Prof. Dr. Hans Koller
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Introduction

Organizations (...) have counteracting forces at play.
Some forces push the system toward stability and order
(...). Some other forces push the system toward
instability and disorder (...). The coupling of these
forces can lead to a highly complex situation.

Thietart & Forgues 1995

Since the early writings in management and organization theory, it is well-
established that firms need to adapt in accordance with their environment in
order to survive (Schumpeter, 1949). Indeed, in an increasingly dynamic and
complex world this capacity to continuously adapt structures and practices to
new circumstances becomes ever more critical for contemporary organizations.
However, despite ever unfolding change, organizations also require stability in
their routines and practices to reliably and repetitively produce outcomes (Brown
& Eisenhardt, 1997; Child & McGrath, 2001; Farjoun, 2010). These competing
demands have divergent temporal orientations and rely on contradictory attributes,
or as Cegarra-Navarro & Dewhurst state: “While renewing to adapt for tomorrow
requires change, flexibility and creativity, profits for today require order, control
and stability” (2007, p. 1721).

This paradoxical tension between stability and adaptability has long drawn
interest from management scholars (Farjoun, 2010), and continues to spur rese-
arch about how organizations should reconcile these contradictory states. Selznick
(1948), for example, points out that organizations encompass formal organizatio-
nal systems focused on efficiency and an adaptive social structure. Whereas, Burns
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2 1 Introduction

& Stalker (1961), in their seminal study, argue that organic structures support
flexibility while mechanistic structures support efficiency. Similarly, Thompson
(1967) refers to this trade-off between efficiency and flexibility as the central
“paradox of administration”, stating that managers must choose between orga-
nizational designs suited for routine work and those feasible for non-routine,
innovative work. Duncan (1976), in this regard, mentions that organizations
require both organic structures generating innovations and mechanistic structures
exploiting them.

In view of this, several authors argue that it is difficult to resolve this ten-
sion within a single organization, proposing the structural separation of organic,
informal systems focused on exploration and mechanistic, formal systems focused
on exploitation (Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967; March, 1991; Tushman & O’Reilly,
1996). Conversely, recent studies acknowledge the tension as a pervasive feature
of organizing (Farjoun, 2010; Leana & Barry, 2000), occurring in organization
members’ everyday practices (Birkinshaw & Gupta, 2013; Brown & Eisenhardt,
1997; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). Researchers in this perspective suggest that
firms achieve adaptability by designing ‘“semistructures” that combine organic
and mechanistic features (Brown & Eisenhardt, 1997) or through creating suppor-
tive contexts that enable employees to recognize the need for adaptation but also
remain sufficiently focused on current operations (Adler, Goldoftas, & Levine,
1999; Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004). Similarly, scholars applying a complexity
theory perspective on organizations, recently, note that adaptability occurs when
administrative forces focused on the execution of business and adaptive forces
driving organizational response become entangled with each other (Uhl-Bien
& Marion, 2009; Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007).

Turning towards self-organized communities of practice (CoPs) as a source of
organizational learning and adaptability (Brown & Duguid, 2001; Wenger, 1998),
one can see this paradoxical tension unfolding from peoples’ everyday practices.

CoPs are self-organized groups of practitioners, who collaboratively engage
with each other in their work practices, learn from each other, and solve their
practical problems (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Wenger, 1998). They make up local
contexts for adaptive and changing practice where new knowledge and innova-
tions in response to specific practical challenges can arise from situated social
interaction (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Jarzabkowski, 2004; Pattinson, Preece, &
Dawson, 2016). For example, Orr (1996) shows, in his ethnography of photo-
copier repair technicians, how a CoP generates novel solutions to newly occurring
technical problems by means of story-telling. While Dougherty (2001) argues,
based on a multiple case study, that a firm’s innovative capabilities are rooted
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in its different communities of practice whose members can imagine their role
within the overall innovation process and autonomously solve problems.

These CoPs, however, do not emerge in a social vacuum (Heizmann, 2011;
Roberts, 2006). Instead, they are situated in broader contexts of established orga-
nizations (Kerno, 2008) that, in the vast majority are still characterized by formal
organizational hierarchy, involving top-down formal leadership, centrally imposed
official rules, as well as preorganized tasks and practices (Leavitt, 2003). Embed-
ding CoPs in formal organizational hierarchy thus creates tension because CoPs
can drive local learning and change of practice (Brown, 2004; Brown & Duguid,
1991; Lave & Wenger, 1991), whereas formal organizational hierarchy is prima-
rily designed to resist change and ensure repetitive practice for producing reliable
outcomes (Stacey, 1995; Thietart & Forgues, 1995). Moreover, the attributes that
underlie each of the two elements are typically seen to be mutually incompati-
ble. For CoPs to emerge, organizations’ members have to autonomously engage
in practice (Brown & Duguid, 1991; McDermott, 1999; Thompson, 2005); in
contrast, formal organizational hierarchy requires the alignment, predictability,
and control of individual and collective behavior to generate results (Uhl-Bien &
Arena, 2017; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018). Yet, too overly rigid formal structures and
bureaucratic controls can stifle self-organization (Kerno, 2008; Thompson, 2005)
while, on the contrary, full autonomy can lead to organizational fragmentation
as adaptation remains local without some kind of integration (Brown & Duguid,
2001; Duguid, 2008; Tallman & Chacar, 2011a).

Embedding CoPs in formal organizational hierarchy thus is characterized
through tension. Given this, understanding the embeddedness and how to navi-
gate its inherent tension is critical for contemporary organizations that are looking
to unlock the potential of CoPs for emergent adaptability in light of ever more
dynamic and complex environments.

1.1 Research Gap

Since its introduction, the communities of practice construct has spurred vibrant
research and fruitful discussions in academia. The interest of scholarship in CoPs,
indeed, becomes evident by the yearly number of publications alone in mana-
gement and business science journals which, according to the Social Science
Citation Index (SSCI) of the ISI Web of Science database, has grown from an
average of five publications over the period from 1995 to 2000 to an average of
15 in 2001 through 2010 to an average of 19 in 2011 to 2018.
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Despite its growth and the impressive body of scholarly work, the CoP concept
is far from being outdated and still requires further development (Pyrko, Dorfler,
& Eden, 2019). Indeed, questions about how CoPs interrelate with broader, trans-
local features of the surrounding formal organization remain to a large extent
unanswered or under contestation in the extant literature (Hotho, Saka-Helmhout,
& Becker-Ritterspach, 2014).

For instance, CoP research deeply rooted in a practice-oriented lens (Corradi,
Gherardi, & Verzelloni, 2010; Gherardi, 2009b; Gherardi, Nicolini, & Odella,
1998; Lave & Wenger, 1991) focuses either on learning processes within a par-
ticular community (Gherardi et al., 1998; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Pyrko, Dorfler,
& Eden, 2017) or how learning unfolds across the boundaries of several inter-
secting CoPs (Fox, 2000; Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002a; Oborn & Dawson, 2010),
whereas other studies stress the emergent and informal nature of CoPs as sites
for innovation and adaptation that, however, tend to evade managerial control
(Brown & Duguid, 1991; Brown & Duguid, 2001; Wenger, 1998). Thus, the
tension-ridden relations between communities and broader socio-cultural struc-
tures as well as formal leadership remain relatively vague in these perspectives
(Contu & Willmott, 2003; Cox, 2005; @sterlund & Carlile, 2005). More recent
research originating from the knowledge management discipline promotes diffe-
rent ways of operationalizing CoPs as tools for organizational learning (Bolisani
& Scarso, 2014; Borzillo, 2009; Probst & Borzillo, 2008; Wenger, McDermott,
& Snyder, 2002). Though authors in this instrumental perspective focus on CoPs
within managerial-shaped surroundings, they tend to lose sight of the central pre-
mises of the CoP construct of identity and social practice within a particular social
context (Corradi et al., 2010; Duguid, 2008; Lave, 2008). Instead, they recom-
mend simplistic management approaches that detach the CoP from actual practice
and, in doing so, largely fail to explicate the links between practice, community,
and organizational context (Harvey, Cohendet, Simon, & Dubois, 2013; Roberts,
2006). Thus, taken together, these different lines of research do not sufficiently
problematize the embeddedness and its tensions of communities of practice in the
broader socio-cultural and power structures of the formal organizational hierarchy.

As I regard learning and adapting in CoPs as processes rather than as entities
that cannot be “set up” instrumentally (Pyrko et al., 2019), I tend to agree with the
critiques about the naive and instrumental understanding of CoPs (Pyrko et al.,
2017). Nevertheless, when we acknowledge CoPs as a source of organizational
learning and adaptation, we need to know more about how such self-organized
processes in CoPs emerge and embed within the broader cultural context and
interrelate with formal leadership. That is, we need to explore how the tension bet-
ween stability—induced through pre-organized practice—and change—emanating
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from self-organized practice—works for organizational adaptability. Thus, the fol-
lowing thoughts aim at furthering our scholarly knowledge of how CoPs as sites
of adaptability interrelate with and embed in a managerial-shaped organizational
context.

1.1.1 Approach and Contributions

To fill this gap, I employ qualitative research methods based on the in-depth
inquiry of three communities of practice that we were able to investigate within
the German Federal Armed Forces (FAF) as part of a larger research project.!
In particular, we studied the three practice areas of tactical data links, military
blasting, and intercultural competence. The first involves soldiers who are concer-
ned with establishing secure data connections between numerous units via Link
encryptions. The military blasting practice comprises soldiers who are trained in
the use of state of the art explosives and who are capable of conducting any
military or civilian blasting assignment (e.g., skyscrapers, towers, or stadiums).
Lastly, the intercultural competence domain describes a network of experts that
started to enhance the FAF’s awareness of intercultural aspects of modern warfare
scenarios along the increasing amount of missions abroad.

In these three practice areas, we were able to detect how, in light of an incre-
asingly dynamic and complex environment for task-fulfillment, self-organizing
CoPs evolve and adapt their practice to the changed situation.

Based on these observations, I utilize an interpretative research approach
(Gioia, Corley, & Hamilton, 2013; Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to build a groun-
ded, process model (Langley, 1999; Langley, Smallman, Tsoukas, & van de Ven,
2013), which explicates the embeddedness of CoPs as sites of adaptability within
the formal organizational hierarchy as profoundly shaped through cultural and
leadership processes.

In building this model and theorizing its internal processes, I draw on two
theories; namely, a practice lens (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Feldman & Wor-
line, 2016; Nicolini, 2012), combined and expanded with a complexity leadership

IThe findings of this research project have been part of multiple conference papers that
we presented on various conferences and meetings such as AOM, EURAM, EGOS, SMS
and ECKM (Andresen, Koller, Kreutzmann, & Schulte, 2016); Andresen, Schulte, and
Koller (2019); Nowak, Koller, Andresen, Kreutzmann, and Schulte (2016); Kreutzmann,
Koller, Andresen, and Schulte (2016); Schulte, Koller, Andresen, and Kreutzmann (2016);
Schulte, Andresen, and Koller (2017).
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theory (CLT) perspective (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). Uti-
lizing these two theoretical accounts helps me explain how community members
generate new resources in self-organized practice, produce and reproduce cultural
codes, as well as how formal leadership influences and interacts with these emer-
gent processes. Note that throughout this manuscript, I subscribe to a broader
resource understanding (Feldman, 2004; Feldman & Worline, 2012) as I describe
CoPs as spaces for self-organized resourcing. Self-organized resourcing consists
of and explains two critical processes of the grounded model: on the one hand,
it explicates the generation of new, specialized resources such as new training
programs, manuals, handbooks, or whole exercises through community activi-
ties and, on the other hand, it refers to cultural resourcing, that is the creation
and reproduction of cultural resources such as identities, values, and symbols in
practice.

In detail, the model shows that community members shape specialized
resources through their self-organized interactions and, in doing so, adapt and
renew the organizations’ resource base to a changing environment. This form of
self-organized resourcing builds on a practice-oriented lens (Feldman & Orlikow-
ski, 2011; Nicolini, 2012) on resources that theorizes that individuals generate
and mold resources as they make use of them in practice (Feldman, 2004; Feld-
man & Worline, 2012; Feldman & Worline, 2016; Howard-Grenville, 2007).
Resourcing theory suggests that resources are malleable and dynamic compa-
red to traditional perspectives, because resources hold meanings (a schema about
a resource’s qualities and its possible use), which can be constructed, altered,
and reconceptualized (Feldman, 2004; Feldman & Worline, 2012; Kannan-
Narasimhan & Lawrence, 2018; Schneider, Bullinger, & Brandl, 2020). Within
the studied CoPs, we can see how community members built and molded new
resources as they made sense of changing environments to their practice. That
is, members identified the need for new or adapted resources and collaboratively
began to improvise first responses to this need (e.g., a small exercise). By doing
so, they constructed meaning about the kind of resource needed (i.e., a schema
about its properties and potential uses) which, afterward, was continuously adjus-
ted as they engaged with each other and with formal leadership, thereby refining
and transforming the resource in the process (e.g., the small exercise developed
into a bi-annual, international exercise).

This self-organized resourcing dynamic also resonates with what complexity
theorists refer to as emergent self-organization unfolding in complex adaptive
systems (CAS; Chiles, Meyer, & Hench, 2004; Lichtenstein, 2014). In complex
adaptive systems new, emergent order (e.g., resource configurations) arises from
the self-organized actions of interdependent agents who engage with adaptive
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challenges based on local knowledge and feedback from others without an outside
mandate or control (Chiles et al., 2004; Stacey, 1995; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002; Uhl-
Bien & Arena, 2018). One intriguing insight from the current study thus is that the
observed CoPs display the dynamics of emergent self-organization known within
CAS as their members build and mold new resources without an external mandate
or outside control.

The grounded model of the current study, furthermore, shows that self-
organized resourcing within the local context of a particular CoPs does not
unfold in a vacuum but, instead, is embedded within the surrounding broader,
socio-cultural context of the armed forces. More specifically, the model illus-
trates how community members contextually shape hybrid cultures that embody
deeply ingrained norms and beliefs but also entail altered and modified cultural
elements. In theorizing this mechanism, I again utilize a resourcing in practice
perspective (Feldman, 2004; Howard-Grenville, Golden-Biddle, Irwin, & Mao,
2011), and explicate the cultural processes unfolding in CoPs as cultural resour-
cing. Viewed from this lens, members draw on once learned and internalized
cultural resources such as schematic identities, norms, and values and, in doing
so, reproduce parts of the organization’s broader cultural repertoire in their self-
organized social praxis. Given this, CoPs are inherently embedded and linked to
their formal surroundings and do not make up countercultures as some prior stu-
dies would suggest (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Orr, 1990; Orr, 1996). However, the
findings also illustrate that by resourcing elements from the broader repertoire,
community-members adapt and mold cultural resources to fit their local circum-
stances. Taken together, cultural resourcing creates a space in which social praxis
is neither completely determined through macro, socio-cultural structure nor is it
wholly constraint-free and self-caused. This newly resourced cultural space ena-
bles members to self-organize and collaboratively work out adaptive responses to
their practical problems.?

Finally, the grounded model outlines how the processes of self-organized
resource generation within CoPs interweaves with formal leadership. Based on
complexity leadership theory, leadership works to unlock the “learning, creative
and adaptive capacity of complex adaptive systems (CAS) in knowledge-producing
organizations” (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007, p. 304). Similarly, the findings of the cur-
rent study illustrate that formal leadership of the armed forces helps to embed
the self-organized activities from which adaptability arises. That is, leadership,

2These findings on cultural dynamics of self-organized practice in CoPs has been presented
at multiple Academy of Management Meetings (Schulte, Andresen, & Koller, 2017).



8 1 Introduction

on the one hand, enables self-organized, adaptive practice and provides much—
needed assets (i.e., material and immaterial means) while, on the other hand,
formal leadership helps to transform the emergent outcomes (i.e., the newly
created specialized resources) into official processes and structures. Leadership,
thus, is critical in embedding CoPs for adaptability into the formal organizational
hierarchy without undermining its self-organized nature.’

In summary, the grounded model of this study introduces CoPs as spaces for
resource generation and reproduction that are embedded into the structures of
formal organizational hierarchy via leadership and cultural mechanisms. These
mechanisms of embeddedness make sure that CoPs are neither wholly auto-
nomous nor are they fully integrated and formalized. Instead, the paradoxical
tension between informal, self-organizing system and formal system is sustained
and navigated for organizational adaptability (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017; Uhl-Bien
& Arena, 2018). More specifically, the findings of the current study illustrate that
the tension mentioned above between change and adaptability inherent in the rela-
tion between CoPs and their organizational context may be better understood as a
pervasive duality of change and stability occurring in local practice. CoPs repro-
duce but also change broader socio-cultural structures of the organization and they
generate change in the organizations’ resource base which in turn enables more
effective practice in a changing situation.

1.1.2 Structure of Analysis

I begin the following remarks with a systematic literature review of the commu-
nity of practice literature. This overview of prior work will outline the dominant
perspectives on the CoP construct along its dimensions and, in doing so, will
highlight that explanations of the interrelation between the CoP and its broa-
der organizational context are contradictory and not sufficiently theorized in
prior work. Therefore, I identify the embeddedness of CoPs within the formal
organizational hierarchy as the current study’s research gap and formulate the
accompanying research questions that will guide the further reflections.

In section 3, I will outline the different theoretical and ontological groun-
dings of the diverse CoP literature streams and illustrate how these contrasting
underpinnings affect explanations of embeddedness. This shows that prior rese-
arch either takes a process worldview with practice-oriented theories or has an

3This finding has been recently published in an article in the Journal of Leadership &
Organizational Studies (Schulte, Andresen, & Koller, 2020).
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entitative understanding accompanied by traditional management theories such as
the knowledge-based view. Nevertheless, neither theoretical perspective offers a
complete picture of the relation of CoPs with the organizational context. Given
this, I will introduce complexity theory and in particular complexity leadership
theory as an extension to a practice-oriented lens for explaining facets of CoPs’
embeddedness within established formal organizations.

In section 4, I will acquaint the reader with the German Federal Armed Forces,
which offer a unique research setting to explore the interrelation between the local
context of a self-organized community and the broader trans-local context of the
FAF. I will then logically derive the method of a grounded, interpretative research
approach to build process theory that explains the processes and mechanisms of
a CoP’s embeddedness.

Subsequently, I will provide the reader, in section 5, with the rich narratives
of three communities of practice based on our informants’ quotes and experi-
ences. This section reveals how each of the three communities emerged, how
their members built and renewed resources for better accommodating environ-
mental dynamics, how members shaped their own informal cultures, and how
they interacted with the formal leadership of the organization.

Founded on these descriptions, section 6 presents the grounded, cross-level
model of the embeddedness of CoPs within formal organizational hierarchy which
brings together the above outlined empirical insights and makes sense of them
on a theoretical level using complexity theory reasoning and practice-oriented
explanations.

Within the subsequent discussion, I will elaborate in more detail how the cur-
rent study’s findings and its grounded model contribute and add to several research
streams. In particular, the discussion outlines where and how the notion of embed-
dedness extends scholarly knowledge on communities of practice research, how
this study adds to research on complexity leadership theory and, also, how the
current findings align with recent research on organizational culture.

I will conclude with remarks on the practical implications of this study and
discuss in which organizational contexts, other than the German military, the
obtained findings might be useable. Finally, I will outline how future research
may build from this dissertation.
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Looking only at canonical groups (...) will not provide
a clear picture of how work or learning is actually
organized and accomplished.

Brown & Duguid, 1991

In this chapter, I provide a thorough account of the debates within the communi-
ties of practice literature. I do so systematically by generating what I will refer
to as the core collection of research about CoPs, comprising the most prominent
and influential work in this academic field. Based on this core collection, I will
develop an explanatory framework of CoP research that is organized around the
central dimensions of the CoP construct. This framework helps me in reviewing
and illustrating the ongoing debates and controversies within the extant literature.

The review will reveal that scholarly work on CoPs is, at its core, divided
into three different perspectives, permeating through all the construct’s dimen-
sions. On the one hand, scholars perceive CoPs as a theoretical lens to look at
learning processes in practice; on the other hand, researchers understand CoPs as
informal, self-organizing groups of practitioners within established organizations.
With the popularization of the concept a third perspective that tries to instru-
mentally design, setup, and actively manage CoPs for organizational benefits has
gained momentum. Depending on the respective perspective, prior work offers
different and, at times, contradictory explanations of the interrelation between the
local context of a given CoP with its broader, trans-local context. Early research
mostly focuses on community internal learning processes that did not interre-
late with broader structures beyond a local CoP. Later, other practice scholars
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explore organizing and learning across the boundaries of multiple communities.
Meanwhile, researchers who understand CoPs as a source for adaptation and
innovation study how to enable and embed these emerging dynamics. This dis-
cussion, however, recently developed towards naive and simplistic management
approaches that remove any conflictive tension between community and formal
management. Taken together, embeddedness of CoPs as sites of emergent adapta-
bility within established organizations remains undertheorized. Although this gap
of a CoP’s embeddedness in formal organizational hierarchy mainly covers one
dimension of the CoP construct (i.e., the broader context around CoPs), I will
summarize the discussion in every element of the framework not only for the
sake of completeness but also because these elements are interrelated and affect
each other.

2.1 Identifying the Core Literature on Communities
of Practice

Since the publication of Lave & Wenger’s (1991) seminal work on situated lear-
ning in communities of practice, the topic has drawn much interest from scholars
and practitioners alike. Thus, there has been a vast amount of research that has
employed a practice-oriented perspective to learning or inquired on informal and
self-organized organizational groups. From this apparent interest on the topic,
one might surmise that there exists a common understanding on communities of
practice. The CoP construct, however, remains vastly open for numerous concep-
tualizations and interpretations concerning even its basic definition. This variation
in understandings, on the one hand, has contributed to vibrant research developing
in different streams and disciplines. Yet, it also causes general confusion over
what CoPs basically describe which, ultimately, results in incoherent empirical
findings (Lindkvist, 2005). For instance, some authors bemoan that the commu-
nity of practice notion has become an “umbrella term” that scholars too often use
unreflectively and in inappropriate ways, stretching the notions’ core assumptions
(Amin & Roberts, 2008).

Although, there have been some literature reviews on communities of practice
in the past that serve as a good starting point, these are either no longer contempo-
rary, solely focus on one particular research topic such as knowledge management
(Bolisani & Scarso, 2014) or innovative capabilities (Pattinson et al., 2016), or
appear somewhat fragmented (Aljuwaiber, 2016). Hence, to be able to develop
a perspective on the phenomenon at hand, provide a complete picture of extant
work and, more importantly, identify research gaps that still exist and are worth
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pursuing, I first need to survey the relevant literature with its diverse perspectives
and conflicting findings by myself.

Because the above reviews either do not report on their search method or
employ unlike approaches resulting in different “data sets” of literature, the first
step in gaining an overview about existing work is to identify what I refer to as the
core collection of relevant research in the communities of practice field. To this
end, I followed the approach outlined by Di Stefano, Peteraf, & Verona (2010) in
their work on examining the intellectual core of research papers in the dynamic
capabilities literature based on a citation analysis. This bibliometric analysis ass-
umes that citation counts are valid measures for prominence and influence in a
given research field.

I conducted my analysis in the THOMPSON-ISI Web of Science database
based on the Social Science Citation Index. I began by retrieving all papers publis-
hed between 1994 and 2018 with titles, abstracts, keywords containing either
the term “community of practice” or “communities of practice”. As this search
yielded 2560 results, I narrowed the further exploration to the business and mana-
gement categories in the database which reduced the dataset to 351 published
research papers, of which 309 papers had at least one citation." Based on this
set I excluded every non-cited article and examined each paper in respect to its
overall relevance to the field. That is, I reviewed if the community of practice
notion is a central theme or issue in the paper. Intriguingly, this further reduced
the set to just 138 accounts.

Moreover, by hand, I included the seminal works that have either been publis-
hed earlier or in monographs such as Brown & Duguid (1991), Wenger (1998)
and Wenger et al. (2002) into the collection because the database only searches
research papers published in scientific journals in a timespan after 1994.2 Also, I
added work that has not been detected by the database, but I found to be central
to the community of practice literature such as the articles from Bechky (2003),
Boland & Tenkasi (1995), or Cook & Brown (1999). To identify the core collec-
tion, I ordered this panel of papers according to the times that they were cited by
any publication in the ISI database.

Note that within subfields such as education and nursing the community of practice notion
has gained massive prominence in recent years. However, these streams are not relevant
for my research purpose.

2I was only able to find citation counts for books/ monographs based on google scholar
that are inflated and are hardly comparable to the SSCI which only includes cites from
other publications within the database. For example, Wenger and Snyder (2000) Harvard
Business Review article has 5307 citations according to google scholar compared to 950
within the ISI database.
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Prior work following a similar approach suggests different criteria to define the
threshold of citation counts that one includes in the core collection. For example,
Di Stefano et al. (2010) use the average number of citations and only include
articles that have been cited 20 times or more. The average number in the current
panel, however, is 40 which would limit the core to a relatively small set of
articles. Thus, in order to include as many perspectives and streams as possible, I
decided to employ a lower citation count (10) to also consider newer publications
into the collection. This approach generated a list of precisely 91 research papers
and books that are relevant to the field with at least ten citations. I display the list
in Table 2.1. From these 91 papers, 43 (= 47.78 %) were published in journals
that can be considered A journals accumulating 77.77 % of the total citations
compared to 38 (= 43.33 %) articles that were published in B journals with
16.21 % of the total citation count.

Within this core collection, the journals that ranked the highest in terms of
articles published in conjunction with citations are: Organization Science (11
articles with 8951 total cites), Journal of Management Studies (six articles with
1025 total cites), Management Learning (11 articles with 859 total cites), and the
Journal of Knowledge Management (11 articles with 300 total cites).

From the analysis of this core collection of research papers on communities
of practice, I developed a framework that provides some structure and allows me
to review this heterogeneous literature. I will introduce the framework and how I
established it in the next chapter.

Table 2.1 Core collection of communities of practice literature

Paper Citations | Paper Citations
Lave & Wenger (1991) 62881%* Tallman & Chacar (2011a) 56
Wenger (1998) 48074* Dahlander & O’Mahony (2011) 54
Wenger, McDermott, & Snyder 12017* Jeppesen & Laursen (2009) 49
(2002)

Brown & Duguid (1991) 2746 Handley, Clark, Finchman, Sturdy (2007) |49
Boland & Tenkasi (1995) 2644 Zboralski (2009) 44
Brown & Duguid (2001) 1198 Li (2010) 41
Wenger (2000) 1103 Creplet and Collegues (2001) 40
Wenger & Snyder (2000) 950 Gertner, Roberts, & Charles (2011) 37
Cook & Brown (1999) 928 Thompson (2011) 35
Wasko & Faraj (2000) 607 Contu & Willmott (2006) 34
Bechky (2003) 581 Bertels, Kleinschmidt, & Koen (2011) 32
Brown & Duguid (1998) 554 Oborn & Dawson (2010) 31

(continued)
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Table 2.1 (continued)

Paper Citations | Paper Citations
Ferlie and Collegues (2005) 413 Collier & Esteban (1999) 30
Markus (2001) 371 Kodama (2002) 27
Contu & Willmott (2003) 314 Snell (2001) 26
Amin & Roberts (2008) 292 Kirkman and Collegues (2012) 25
Gherardi, Nicolini, & Odella (1998) 266 Taquinto, Ison, & Faggian (2011) 25
Roberts (2006) 251 Mork and Collegues (2010) 25
Faraj & Xiao (2006) 246 Howorth, Smith, & Parkinson (2012) 23
Fox (2000) 239 Kirkman and Collegues (2011) 23
Swan, Scarbrough, & Robertson 223 Tallman & Chacar (2011b) 22
(2002)

Handley and Collegues (2006) 201 Hong & O (2009) 22
Anand, Gardner, & Morris (2007) 196 Scarso, Bolisani, & Salvador (2009) 22
Lindkvist (2005) 159 Brown (2004) 21
Thompson (2005) 141 Pan and Collegues (2015) 20
Kane & Alavi (2007) 134 McLeod, O’Donohoe, & Townley (2011) 19
Pan & Leidner (2003) 123 Bolisani & Scarso (2014) 18
Gherardi & Nicolini (2002a) 121 Kietzmann and Collegues (2013) 18
Raelin (1997) 121 Styhre, Josephson, & Knauseder (2006) 18
Gherardi & Nicolini (2002b) 119 Borzillo, Aznar, & Schmitt (2011) 16
Gherardi & Nicolini (2000) 112 Borzillo (2009) 16
Fang & Neufeld (2009) 110 Hotho and Collegues (2014) 15
Sapsed & Salter (2004) 110 Retna & Tee Ng (2011) 15
Elkjaer (2004) 109 Lee, Reinicke, Sarkar, & Anderson (2015) | 14
Ayas & Zeniuk (2001) 98 Contu (2014) 14
Yanow (2000) 94 Yakhlef (2010) 13
Hendry (1996) 92 Harvey and Collegues (2013) 12
Dougherty (2001) 90 Borzillo & Kaminska-Labbe (2011) 12
Liedtka (1999) 81 Nesheim, Olsen, & Tobiassen (2011) 12
Mutch (2003) 80 Corso, Giacobbe, & Martini (2009) 12
Dube, Bourhis, & Jacob (2005) 78 Pattinson & Preece (2014) 10
Bogenrieder & Nooteboom (2004) 72

Cross, Laseter, Parker, & Velasquez 70

(2006)

Cohendet & Llerena (2003) 67

Dunham, Freeman, & Liedtka 67

(2006)

Jeon, Kim, & Koh (2011) 63

Levina & Vaast (2006) 61

*citation count based on Google.Scholar
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2.2  Reviewing the CoP Construct and Its Dimensions

In order to uncover the structure of the ongoing debate in the community of prac-
tice literature, illustrate the main points of contention, and identify the areas for
research that can help move the debate forward, I employ an approach to qualita-
tive data analysis similar to content analysis (Carley, 1990) and coding procedures
recommended by Miles & Huberman (1994). These are techniques for examining
large amounts of textual material by classifying data into a much fewer number
of categories that represent a similar meaning. Content analysis mainly serves the
purpose of gaining an understanding of content through systematic coding and
identification of themes in the data (Weber, 1990). The content analysis starts
with coding similar text passages in the data into categories. Then, the researcher
explores relationships between these categories.

In my particular case of finding an explanatory framework to the CoP lite-
rature, | started with extracting the basic definitions on communities of practice
in the core collection. From the 91 research papers and monographs, 29 provide
an original definition of the community of practice construct. Of the remaining
papers, 27 explicitly quote one of these original definitions. Namely, 11 papers
cite the definition from Wenger et al. (2002), nine papers cite Lave & Wenger
(1991), and four papers explicitly refer to Wenger’s (1998) definition. Surprisin-
gly, 33 research papers do not provide an actual definition, yet they often cite one
of the original works.

I then went on to analyze the provided definitions. That is, I grouped similar
definitions and codes extracted from them into categories, allowing me to make
comparisons between them. This process yielded two fundamental perspectives on
the community of practice construct (CoPs as entities versus CoPs as a theoretical
lens). With this first categorization about the fundamental nature of CoPs in mind,
I surveyed all 91 papers again and coded reoccurring themes from their commu-
nity conceptualization and findings sections. These were, for instance, particularly
salient aspects such as “meaning construction within CoPs” or “shared commu-
nal identity”. After that, I categorized these themes into groups. For example, all
themes that reflect something people actually do within communities of practice
such as participation, meaning construction, or knowledge sharing build one cate-
gory (i.e., the praxis within CoPs). Meanwhile, themes such as new knowledge,
innovation, or communal repertoire of resources refer more to consequences of
such community bound activities and, therefore, were grouped. Overall, this pro-
cess resulted in five aggregate dimensions/categories (1) the nature of CoPs (i.e.,
what CoPs fundamentally are), (2) the praxis (i.e., the actual activity of people in
them), (3) the local context (i.e., the practice where the praxis takes place), (4) the
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outcome (what is produced through this praxis), and (5) the trans-local context
(the broader structures in which practice unfolds). These five categories hence
make up the explanatory framework that allows me to provide a structured review
of the literature. Figure 2.1 shows the framework for the community of prac-
tice literature. Additionally, Table 2.2 provides an overview of the framework’s
dimensions and provides quotes from the analyzed literature.

The framework uncovers the pervasive polarization within each of the five
aggregate dimensions around the two main perspectives on communities of prac-
tice. This finding of a bifurcated CoP literature is not especially unique as other
authors have also commented on this fact (Amin & Roberts, 2008; Lindkvist,
2005; Thompson, 2011). However, the current framework that emerged from the
in-depth work with the core collection of literature is, to my knowledge, the first
that systematically reveals this fundamental divide in understandings occurring
in the most influential research along the key aspects of the construct. In the
next sections, I will reflect this ongoing debate within each of the framework’s
five central dimensions. In doing so, this review will lead to the central gap in
community of practice research: namely, that the interrelation between the local
context of the practices of a community and the trans-local context of formal
organizational hierarchy is contested and incomplete.

2.2.1 The Nature of Communities of Practice

The communities of practice concept has been around for nearly three decades and
has found its way into peoples’ everyday language (Pyrko et al., 2017; Wenger,
2010) despite lacking a clear definition and universal understanding. While the
community of practice literature has drawn on numerous definitions, the underly-
ing debate over the basic nature of CoPs concerns whether they are social entities
that possess certain innate properties or if the CoP notion is a theoretical lens
through which one observes and explains social learning processes.

As is shown in Figure 2.1 this fundamental divide over definitions is reflected
in the overall literature. Thus, there are 25 research papers in the core collection
that follow the CoPs as a theoretical lens approach in contrast to 63 accounts that
apply a more entitative perspective.’ Intriguingly, this divide in perspectives goes
back to the first two works that mentioned communities of practice: namely, Lave
& Wenger (1991) and Brown & Duguid (1991), who mutually credit each other
for introducing the concept.

3Note, that not all of the 91 papers/monographs could be definitively categorized to one
of the two perspective.
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Communities of practice as a theoretical lens. In Lave & Wenger’s (1991)
monograph that outlines their theory on situated learning in communities of prac-
tice based on ethnographic studies of craft-based workers such as midwives,
butchers, Navy quartermasters, tailors, and non-drinking alcoholics, no explicit
definition about the construct is given. They even note, themselves, that they
leave the concept “largely as an intuitive notion (...) which requires more rigorous
treatment” (Lave & Wenger, 1991, p. 48). For them, a community of practice is “a
system of relationships between people, activities, and the world; developing with
time” (p. 98). The use of the term community, thereby, does not “imply necessa-
rily co-presence, a well-defined, identifiable group or socially visible boundaries”
(p. 98); rather, it refers to the “participation in an activity system about which par-
ticipants share understandings concerning what they are doing what that means
for their lives and for their community” (p. 98). Hence, Lave & Wenger’s (1991)
focus is not so much on the community as an organizational grouping but, rather,
on the different forms of participation in social practices. Based on their empirical
observations, they develop the concept of legitimate peripheral participation (LPP)
that highlights how newcomers to a craft slowly traverse through the different sta-
ges of participation in the community’s practices to become competent members.
Learning from this viewpoint is more than acquiring abstract knowledge, it is
about a socialization process that is inextricably linked with the active involve-
ment in practice where individuals learn the community’s subjective viewpoints
and how to speak its language (Lindkvist, 2005). In other words, newcomers learn
to practice as a competent member by participating in the social world. As noted
by Lave & Wenger:

“learning is recognized as a social phenomenon constituted in the experienced,
lived-in world, through legitimate peripheral participation in ongoing social prac-
tice; the process of changing knowledgeable skill is subsumed in processes of
changing identity in and through membership in a community of practitioners”
(p. 64).

The usage of the term community in Lave and Wenger’s work is closest to the
sociology from Tonnies (1887) who describes communities as counterparts to
modern society (Gemeinschaft versus Gesellschaft) where social relations of inti-
macy, solidarity, and reciprocity based on shared norms and values endure as
opposed to the alienating contractual relations in the capitalist business world
(Lindkvist, 2005). In employing such a perspective on the subcultures of midwi-
ves or butchers Lave and Wenger take a critical stance towards the mainstream of
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organizational learning literature that concentrates on individual knowledge trans-
mission in classrooms and workplaces (Contu & Willmott, 2003). Instead, they
propose that knowledgeability can only be achieved through full participation in
the community’s social practices. According to Lave and Wenger, contemporary
workplaces, however, tend to diminish the possibilities for such full participation.

The bottom line of Lave and Wenger’s CoP notion, with its emphasis on LPP,
is that it is better understood as an analytical concept to study learning as an
inherently social process situated in everyday practice (Contu & Willmott, 2003;
Gherardi et al., 1998; Lave, 2008; @sterlund & Carlile, 2005). As Gherardi et al.
(1998) note:

“Referring to a community of practice is not a way to postulate the existence of
a new informal grouping or social system within the organization, but is a way to
emphasize that every practice is dependable on social processes through which it
is sustained and perpetuated, and that learning takes place through engagement in
that practice” (p. 279).

In a similar vein, @sterlund & Carlile (2005) state that: “Communities of practice
are thus probabilistic constructs that should not necessarily be conflated with rea-
lity” (p. 95). Research that follows Lave and Wenger’s original situated learning
theory, thus, closely concentrates on how learning is accomplished in practice
(Gherardi et al., 1998).

For instance, based on an ethnographic study of construction site workers
Gherardi et al. (1998) theorize on what they refer to as a situated curriculum as a
key characteristic of communities of practice. This situated curriculum describes
all the ordered and structured learning resources and practice opportunities availa-
ble to novices through which they are enabled to engage in the social interaction
of the specific CoP. Grounded in the same case, Gherardi & Nicolini (2002b)
further elaborate on how a culture of safe work practices is learned and enac-
ted in different communities of practice. Moreover, they examine how different
perspectives across communities on safety practices are discursively negotiated
(Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002a). Fang & Neufeld (2009) apply the notion of legiti-
mate peripheral participation to open source software communities and study how
members in online environments gain access to community resources and develop
an understanding of the community’s artifacts while becoming recognized mem-
bers. Also applying CoPs as an analytical concept, Handley, Sturdy, Finchman, &
Clark (2006) provide a conceptual framework that explicates how identity work
is situated within the liminal spaces between multiple communities of practice.
In a similar vein, Hong & K. H.O (2009) illustrate how conflicting identities
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between two communities of practice resulted in an ongoing power struggle bet-
ween them, hindering collective learning. Meanwhile, McLeod, O’Donohoe, &
Townley (2011) study the advertising industry as constituted by several creative
communities that workers pass through during their career trajectories, learning
and negotiating new identities as they become newcomers again at each stage.
Wenger (1998), in his second monograph, substantially reformulates the ori-
ginal notion of the community of practice construct and applies it explicitly
to an organizational setting. In particular, he is the first to offer a comprehen-
sive conceptualization of CoPs that are constituted through the three interwoven
dimensions of practice: a group of people that coheres through mutual engage-
ment on a joint enterprise, thereby producing a shared repertoire (Wenger, 1998,
p. 73).* Moreover, in drawing from an ethnography of insurance claims proces-
sors, Wenger (1998) provides a list of indicators of communities of practice (see
Table 2.3). These indicators should signal to an observer that a CoP has formed.
They refer to the actual behavior of community members (1 to 9) and structural

Table 2.3 Wenger’s CoP indicators

1) Sustained mutual relationships—harmonious or conflictual

2) Shared ways of engaging in doing things together

3) The rapid flow of information and propagation of innovation

4) Absence of introductory preambles, as if conversations and interactions were merely
the continuation of an ongoing process

5) Very quick setup of a problem to be discussed

6) Substantial overlap in participants’ descriptions of who belongs

7) Knowing what others know, what they can do, and how they can contribute to an
enterprise
8) Mutually defining identities

9) The ability to assess the appropriateness of actions and products

10) Specific tools, representations, and other artifacts

11) Local lore, shared stories, inside jokes, knowing laughter

12) Jargon and shortcuts to communication as well as the ease of producing new ones

13) Certain styles recognized as displaying membership

14) A shared discourse reflecting a certain perspective on the world Extracted from
(Wenger, 1998, pp. 125-126)

4I will explain these dimensions in more detail in the subsections of “the praxis within
communities” and “the outcome of communities of practice”.
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elements (10 to 14) that are generated through these actions (Thompson, 2005).
Moreover, these indicators reveal the closely knit nature of such relations that
Wenger had in mind (Cox, 2005).

Wenger’s book depicts a shift away from the original LPP dynamic to the
CoP construct itself. That is, the community as a reified form takes center stage
in his notion to which the generative dynamic of LPP is underlying (Thompson,
2011). Moreover, Wenger focuses on identity in his CoP conceptualization and the
identity tensions that arise through multi-membership in several communities of
practice. In his outlook, Wenger exhibits how organizations can design “learning
architectures” (Wenger, 1998, p. 230) around which LPP dynamics may occur.

Several empirical studies have applied Wenger’s CoP notion to the field. As a
result, task forces or project teams have been labeled communities of practice due
to the detection of Wenger’s (1998) three dimensions of mutual engagement, joint
enterprise, and shared repertoire. For instance, Anand, Gardner, & Morris (2007),
using Wenger’s conceptualization, study new business areas in a consultancy firm
as a CoP, whereas, Thompson (2005), employs this CoP notion and investigates a
design task force in a software developing company. Similarly, Dougherty (2001)
comprehends a firm consisting of four large interacting communities of practice,
including functional areas such as new product development and strategic mana-
gement. Moreover, in her ethnographic study of a new car development project,
Bragd (2002) claims that the development team is a CoP. In a similar vein, Meeu-
wesen & Berends (2007) provide a case study of manufacturing teams at Rolls
Royce which they discuss based on Wenger’s (1998) seminal work.

Overall, these studies apply Wenger’s (1998) conceptual framework as an ana-
lytical lens to focus on practices mostly located in traditional organizational units
such as cross-disciplinary or project teams, yet without considering that these
might be another matter (Lindkvist, 2005).

Communities of practice as emergent entities. Around the same time as Lave
and Wenger published their work, Brown & Duguid (1991), in drawing on Julian
Orr’s (1990) ethnography of Xerox photocopier repair technicians, introduced
their account on communities of practice. Even though they refer and are phi-
losophically close to Lave & Wenger’s theory, their deliberations mark a shift
from viewing CoPs as analytical concepts to one that understands communities of
practice as informal groups that emerge in a wider organizational setting (Brown
& Duguid, 1991). Like Lave and Wenger, Brown and Duguid do not provide an
explicit definition of the construct. Instead, they give a blurry description of some
of the properties characterizing CoPs:
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Information Box 1: Related Community Conceptualizations

Networks of Practice

In their 2001 article, Brown and Duguid extend their notion from tightly
knit CoPs that spontaneously emerge in the doing of work through face to
face collaboration to the concept of Networks of Practice (NoPs). The moti-
vation behind this conceptualization is to explain how “sticky” knowledge
flows in geographically dispersed groups such as “scientific communities”.
These networks are composed of several local CoPs from various firms or
institutions that, together, constitute a network architecture. Within such a
structure multiple local CoPs share the same practices and epistemic cultu-
res which enable knowledge flows between them and beyond organizational
boundaries (Brown and Duguid, 2001; Tallman and Chacar, 2011a). Some
members of these NoPs may develop strong relationships. However, others
may not know each member of the network and do not interact with others
on a regular basis. That is to say, these networks are significantly looser
than the single, locally bounded CoP.

Collectivities of Practice

Lindkvist (2005) argues that large distributed companies often organize via
ad-hoc project groups and task forces in order to flexibly adapt to chan-
ging demands, making them fluid and temporary. This, however, obviously
limits the chances for sustained mutual engagement and participation in
an enduring context from which shared understandings may develop that
constitute a CoP. Lindkvist, therefore, coins the notion of Collectivities of
Practice (CiPs) that comprises such temporary groups and project teams.
Moreover, he delineates this construct from the original CoP notion. Col-
lectivities of practice have a highly dispersed and individualized knowledge
base, they pursue a clearly stated collective goal, and they rely on the
well-connectedness of individual knowledge to achieve collective problem
solving based on objective criteria. They are thus different from CoPs which
hold locally shared, often tacit knowledge that resides in practice and is
accessed through active enculturation.

Epistemic Communities

Several authors introduce epistemic communities (EC) into the overall dis-
cussion (Cohendet and Llerena, 2003; Amin and Roberts, 2008; Creplet
et al., 2001). Epistemic communities are defined as: “group(s) of agents
sharing a common goal of knowledge creation and a common framework
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allowing them to understand this trend. Hence, the goal of epistemic com-
munities is simultaneously outside and above the community’s members.”
(Creplet et al., 2001: 1530). As becomes clear from this definition the
epistemic community construct also refers to a particular organizational
grouping, rather than a specific analytical lens on learning. Moreover, it
also recognizes the more dispersed and decentralized nature of project-
type organization compared to the strong focus on craft-based work and
face to face interaction in earlier community of practice research. Amin
and Roberts (2008), for example, argue that epistemic communities evolve
around project teams and problem-driven cooperation, comprising experts
from diverse fields and backgrounds, are temporally limited to the achie-
vement of a specific knowledge goal and span organizational boundaries.
Cohendet and Llerena (2003) note that the cognitive goal coordinating the
collective activities of the epistemic community can either emerge from
former interactions or is externally imposed on the group. In the former
case, the epistemic community is emergent and self-organized similar to
CoPs, whereas in the later it becomes a purposefully designed and intended
structure (Amin and Roberts, 2008).

“The communities that we discern are, by contrast, often noncanonical and not
recognized by the organization. They are more fluid and interpenetrative than
bounded, often crossing the restrictive boundaries of the organization (...). And
significantly, communities are emergent” (Brown & Duguid, 1991, p. 49).

This explanation, however, underlines the main tenets of Brown and Duguid’s
notion of CoPs as tightly knit informal groups that spontaneously emerge in
the actual doing of work. A central premise of their argument is that formal
(canonical) descriptions of work are inherently incomplete, flawed, and inflexible,
obscuring and distorting much of the intricacies of actual (noncanonical) practice.
Thus, engaging in local practice always requires improvisation and innovative
“workarounds” for “getting the job done”. According to Brown & Duguid (1991),
this form of informally driven improvisation and innovation unfolds within com-
munities of practice as practitioners collectively engage in practice and develop
novel solutions to their practical dilemmas.

Brown and Duguid’s paper is as a plea for the rediscovery of the informal
organization that depicts an untapped potential for innovation and adaptation
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(Hendry, 1996). In shifting the focus on CoPs as social entities in which indi-
viduals collectively generate new solutions, Brown and Duguid depart from the
legitimate peripheral participation logic with its different forms and trajecto-
ries of participation. In neglecting this dynamic between novices and masters,
their conceptualization of community becomes one of harmonious collaboration
based on shared meanings and values (Cox, 2005; Roberts, 2006). Purists of a
strictly practice-oriented view have criticized these side effects of Brown and
Duguid’s first steps towards a more management theory oriented understanding
of CoPs (Contu & Willmott, 2000; Contu & Willmott, 2003; Contu & Willmott,
2006). Their account, however, marks the most influential and cited work on
communities of practice within the management and business fields.’

Similarly, Wenger & Snyder (2000) define CoPs as “groups of people infor-
mally bound together by shared expertise and passion for a joint enterprise”
(p- 139). Moreover, they construe them as organic organizational elements that
are spontaneous, informal, and self-organizing, generating all sorts of organiza-
tional benefits. Their conceptualization, however, departs from earlier notions that
stress the importance of co-location and mutual engagement, as, for now, CoPs
can exist within single units but, also, can comprise several “hundreds of people”
(Wenger & Snyder, 2000, p. 140) distributed across multiple divisions or even
companies.

In general, the research mentioned above reveals the shift in the literature
from understanding CoPs as a specific theoretical lens to studying them as social
entities that hold properties such as that they are informal and self-organizing.® As
the framework from the core collection reveals (Figure 2.1), this specific stream in
the community of practice literature is the most active, measured by the number
of publications. Besides the number of publications in this stream, there has also
been a rise in related community definitions and conceptualizations that build on
this CoP understanding as emergent entities within organizational settings (see
also Information Box 1 for an overview and summary of these concepts).

Communities as instrumentally created entities. More recent research on com-
munities of practice exhibits yet another shift in focus from emergent communities
to a perspective that views them as instrumentally set up structures (Kirk-
man, Mathieu, Cordery, Rosen, & Kukenberger, 2011; Lesser & Storck, 2001;
McDermott & Archibald, 2010; Swan, Scarbrough, & Robertson, 2002; Wenger

SCompare with Table 2.1 except the three monographs with Google.Scholar citation
counts.

6See also Information Box 2 on the discussion of informality of CoPs.
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& Snyder, 2000). This development sets in with the Wenger et al. (2002) mana-
gement book on how to cultivate CoPs for organizational benefits. Communities
of practice, in this view, are often defined as: “groups of people who share a
concern, a set of problems, or a passion about a topic, and who deepen their
knowledge and expertise in this area by interacting on an ongoing basis” (Wen-
ger et al., 2002, p. 4). This overly broad definition departs from the tightly knit
nature of former conceptualizations; rather, people are now somehow interested in
the same thing. Moreover, the purpose of getting the job done is replaced with the
specific intention to learn, share, and develop knowledge (similar to the CiP and
EC constructs in Information Box 1). Creating the spaces for such professional
collaborations becomes an important management task, a point we shall address
in a moment (chapter 2.2.5). Cox (2005) summarizes this development as:

“a shift from a concern to reveal and celebrate what people know, especially in
seemingly routine and mechanical jobs, to a concern to design a tool for mana-
gement to manage knowledge workers and experts in blue chip companies” (Cox,
2005, p. 534).

The popularity of the outlined perspective in academia and practice, however, is
steadily growing, which is evidenced by 11 research papers in the core collection
that explicitly cite the above definition. Also, several other authors introduce simi-
lar notions inspired by Wenger et al.’s (2002) formulation. For instance, Kirkman
et al. (2011) study so-called “organizational communities of practice” (OCoPs)
with the attribute organizational referring to the created nature of the group.
They note: “Organizational communities of practice, however, have evolved as
more formalized, purposeful, and bounded forms of CoPs and typically operate
alongside more traditional team structures such as virtual and project teams”
(Kirkman, Cordery, Mathieu, Rosen, & Kukenberger, 2012, p. 334). According
to the authors, these entities comprise and combine elements from project groups
and teams with traditional characteristics of CoPs (Kirkman et al., 2011).
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Information Box 2: The Informality of CoPs

From reading the core collection about CoPs one gets the impression that
much of the discussion on the nature of CoPs evolves around their eit-
her formal or informal character. Many authors understand CoPs as part
of the informal organization (e.g. Brown & Duguid, 1991). With the infor-
mal organization describing the emergent patterns of individual behavior
and interactions among organization members, and the norms and values
that underlie these behaviors and interactions. Other scholars, however, note
that CoPs can also comprise formal elements (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wen-
ger, 1998). Formality refers to fixed rules, structures, and regulations that
are aimed at coordinating and controlling behavior. This begs the question
of whether informality is actually a defining criteria for communities of
practice.

If one views CoPs as an independent or alternative organizational form
(Wenger, 1998) they can consist of informal as well as formal elements.
For example, members can formalize explicit rules for conduct within
community interactions (e.g. netiquette within virtual environments) or
membership criteria can be officially written down. On the other hand, if
one views CoPs as social structures that emerge within traditional orga-
nizational forms such as bureaucracies their informality, understood as
their unfolding character, is often used as the central characteristic that
distinguishes them from predefined formal structures.

Hence, informality cannot be a distinct constitutive element of CoPs. While
CoPs can comprise formal as well as informal elements, they are fundamen-
tally self-organized (Pyrko et al., 2017), meaning that the formal elements
coordinating its activities emerge from interaction, instead of being exter-
nally imposed on the CoP by a central authority. Note that informality,
in this study throughout, is viewed in relation to the formal organization
hierarchy.

Bolisani & Scarso (2014) similarly propose the notion of strategic CoPs while
Scarso, Bolisani, & Salvador (2009) refer to internal CoPs. Others, in turn, distin-
guish between informal, supported, and structured communities of practice (Jeon,
Kim, & Koh, 2011). Common in all these proposed terms is that they describe
the structured and intended nature of such organizationally-bound groups. Along
the outlined development from emergent to instrumentally designed CoPs, it also
becomes apparent that research has simultaneously shifted away from studying
face-to-face interactions to discuss forms of communication that are mediated
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by information and communication technology (Styhre, Josephson, & Knause-
der, 2006). Hence, scholars increasingly equate communities of practice with
platforms, blogs, and web forums for knowledge sharing and provisioning. The
question now becomes one of how to design ICT for continued participation and
engagement (Pan & Leidner, 2003). For example, Dubé, Bourhis, & Jacob (2005)
explore how management can create virtual communities of practice (vCoPs).
Wasko & Faraj (2000) similarly refer to electronic communities of practice in
investigating Usenet newsgroups, while Kirkman et al. (2012) study a global
intranet forum as an OCoP.

Altogether, the above discussion reveals the different and often contradicting
definitions of CoPs as either an analytical concept that focusses on the processes
of learning or as entities that are situated in traditional organizational contexts.

2.2.2 The Praxis in Communities of Practice

What is it that people actually do within communities of practice ? The CoP
notion with its emphasis on practice naturally implies doing and focusses cen-
trally on human agency (Cook & Brown, 1999). The concept of practice can be
equivocal and, therefore, first needs to be distinguished from other related terms
such as action and behavior (see also Information Box 3 for a practical example).
As Cook & Brown (1999) note, doing of any sort is called behavior, while action
describes meaningful behavior.

Information Box 3: Behavior, Action, and Practice; a Practical Example
The following example that exemplifies the epistemological differences
between action and practice is adopted from Cook and Brown (1999).
Consider an athlete named Vance. If Vance’s knee jerks, that is called beha-
vior. Yet, when Vance hits his knee with a physician’s hammer to check his
reflexes, that behavior has a specific meaning—it is meaningful—, and thus
it is action. If, in turn, Vance’s physical therapist hits his knee with a ham-
mer as part of an exam, this action becomes practice. This is because the
physical therapist’s action comprises meaning that stems from the context
of his or her training and ongoing work in physical therapy. This particu-
lar practice can draw on and contribute to the work of others in the field
of physical therapy. The practice is thus imbued with meaning through its
context.
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Practice, in turn, can be defined following Schatzki as: “arrays of human
activity [or action] centrally organized around shared practical understanding”
(2001, p. 11). In other words, practice is action that obtains meaning from a
specific organizational or social context in which people share meaning and
understanding of and about their activities. Whittington (2006) provides a similar
conceptualization that has become widely accepted in the strategy as practice
literature (Jarzabkowski, 2005; Jarzabkowski, Balogun, & Seidl, 2007; Parou-
tis & Pettigrew, 2007; Vaara & Whittington, 2012) as he distinguishes between
praxis, practice, and practitioners. Accordingly, practice refers to the shared rou-
tines, norms, and traditions that shape activity, whereas, praxis is about the actual
activity or what people actually do in practice. Practitioners are the actors, who
perform the activity and carry the practice (Whittington, 2006). As the above defi-
nitions illustrate, practice is fundamentally social and collective as its meaning is
socially constructed. Thus, one can say that practices make up, constitute, and per-
petuate a specific social context for praxis. Thus, practice and praxis are mutually
constitutive. Practice arises through the (inter)action of individuals and, at the
same time, structures these activities by furnishing them with meaning (Gherardi
& Nicolini, 2002a; Lave & Wenger, 1991).

Though the praxis in CoPs and their local, idiosyncratic context are funda-
mentally interwoven, I analytically separate these elements, here, to discuss the
different perspectives in the core collection on both dimensions.

The debate over what people do in such communities is divided into two broad
categories: social interaction on the one hand and knowledge sharing on the other
(see also Figure 2.1). While these categories are related to one another, the respec-
tive connotations are fairly different within the literature streams. As I mentioned
before, the literature on situated learning accentuates participation in practice via
the LPP dynamic (Lave & Wenger, 1991). For Wenger: “Participation here refers
not just to local events of engagement in certain activities with certain people,
but to a more encompassing process of being active participants in the practices
of social communities and constructing identities in relation to these communi-
ties”(1998, p. 4). Participation, in this vein, means to engage in a social activity
such as conversations, reflections, and communal undertakings (Wenger, 2000).
Moreover, participation can take on different forms: for newcomers, participation
is limited but connected to an inbound trajectory to full participation at the core
of the community, whereas marginal participants remain at the periphery (Wen-
ger, 1998; Yakhlef, 2010). The key point of this participative dynamic is what has
been called a virtuous circle of participation, where the more people participate,
the more they learn, the more they identify with the community, and the more
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they are motivated to participate (and thus learn) even further (Lave & Wenger,
1991).

Wenger (1998) extends this notion as he summarizes all social interaction
unfolding within communities of practice under the term of “mutual engagement”
that involves all the patterns and contents of interactions among community mem-
bers through which they engage in a joint enterprise. For him, mutual engagement
reflects all the complexities of people doing things together. Thus, the social inter-
actions within CoPs cannot be reduced to a single principle of collaboration or
information processing. Instead, mutual engagement involves a mixture of vary-
ing relations that can be both harmonious, collegial, and egalitarian or laden with
conflict, tension, and struggle. The point, however, is that relationships of mutual
engagement are a necessary condition for a community to evolve.

Brown & Duguid (1991), in contrast, understand social interaction in CoPs
as collaboration regarding collectively working together and discussing pro-
blems in groups through narration. In particular, learning about work occurs via
story-telling among community members through which they acquire, share, and
elaborate context-specific knowledge (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Contu & Willmott,
2003).

Inextricably connected to participation, mutual engagement, and collabora-
tion, and thus a central element of social interaction within communities, is the
construction of meaning and sense about the communities’ practices (Boland
& Tenkasi, 1995; Brown & Duguid, 1991; Brown & Duguid, 2001; Gherardi
& Nicolini, 2000; Wenger, 1998). As mentioned above, action is behavior that
holds meaning, yet the social praxis does not achieve meaning in and of itself;
rather, meaning has to be negotiated among the people involved in a specific, self-
organized activity (Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002a). For instance, Brown & Duguid
(1991), in drawing on the photocopier repairmen ethnography, note that the reps
engage in social construction and develop shared understandings concerning their
outlook on the world, the organization, and their work of repairing machines
through narration and story-telling. In doing so, they constantly develop new
understandings to new situations thus constantly adjusting and reformulating their
community schema’ to the environment. Brown & Duguid, therefore, propose to
call CoPs “community of interpretation” (1991, p. 47) to underscore the centrality
of ongoing meaning construction within such self-organized groups.

7A schema is a shared interpretative framework through which individuals reflect and
interpret their surrounding world, it structures and organizes their experiences (Bartunek,
1984).
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In a similar vein, Wenger (1998) notes that meanings and shared understan-
dings in a CoP are constantly produced and reproduced within a process he refers
to as the “negotiation of meaning”:

“The negotiation of meaning is a productive process, but negotiating meaning is
not constructing from scratch. Meaning is not pre-existing, but neither is it simply
made up. Negotiated meaning is at once both historical and dynamic, contextual
and unique” (Wenger, 1998, p. 54).

Wenger thus describes a continual and recurrent process of meaning-making that
constantly generates instances to negotiate meaning further.® Recently, Pyrko et al.
(2017) have re-conceptualized the actual activity that underpins the emergence of
CoPs as thinking together. Thinking together describes practitioners, who regu-
larly indwell about their practical problems and, by doing so, interdependently
draw on each other’s actions and share tacit knowledge in practice.

Altogether, the literature mentioned above emphasizes various forms of social
interaction in CoPs—participation, engagement, or collaboration—that not only
generates dense relations of mutuality, trust, and belonging but, as well, spawns
shared ways of making sense or thinking among community members. Commu-
nities of practice thus comprise a social structure but also a shared cognitive
structure through which members interpret their world and share knowledge
(Lindkvist, 2005).

Conversely, the literature on knowledge management tends to focus solely on
knowledge sharing as the main activity unfolding within communities (Bogen-
rieder & Nooteboom, 2004; Styhre et al., 2006). Hence, the focus shifts away
from participation and meaning construction to knowledge sharing behavior in
the form of seeking and providing information in an online environment (Chiu,
Hsu, & Wang, 2006; Hsu, Ju, Yen, & Chang, 2007; Jeon et al., 2011; Pan et al.,
2015). The praxis within a CoP in this view thus comprise posting and reply-
ing to questions, writing creative posts, and commenting on others’ posts (Pan
et al., 2015). Several authors in this stream have examined various antecedents,
motivators, and factors which influence, motivate, or determine knowledge sha-
ring and creation within communities of practice (Ardichvili, Page, & Wentling,
2003; Borzillo, 2010; Markus, 2001; Neufeld, Fang, & Wan, 2013; Pan et al.,
2015; Wasko & Faraj, 2000; Wasko & Faraj, 2005; Zboralski, 2009). Agency
in CoPs in this perspective is downscaled from participating in the social world

8The notion of negotiating meaning is quite similar to Karl Weick’s theory of sense-
making that explicates the social process of meaning construction through discourse and
negotiation (Weick, 1988;1993; 1995).
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to knowledge exchange via questions and answers between knowledge workers.
Moreover, specific knowledge sharing practices become regarded as defining pro-
perties of CoPs, rather than being rooted in the social relations among members.
This is because, this stream views communities of practice too often solely as a
management tool to any knowledge sharing problem (@sterlund & Carlile, 2005).
In other words, activity in this instrumental view on CoPs is limited to online pos-
ting and answering of questions. Such a limited praxis, however, hardly produces
or reproduces a shared practice understood as a context in which practitioners
interact and invest in identity and negotiate meaning about that very practice.
That is, the CoP construct becomes increasingly more detached from practice
in such a perspective (Duguid, 2008; Lave, 2008). In light of this development,
several practice researchers plea for a translation of the CoP notion into the “prac-
tices of a community” to stress how situated and repeated social praxis creates
a context in which relations among people, and between people and the material
and cultural world, sustain (Corradi et al., 2010; Gherardi, 2009a).

2.2.3 The Local Context of Communities of Practice

The above-illustrated activities of participation, learning, and sensemaking arise
from and are situated in the practices of a community (Contu & Willmott, 2003;
Lave & Wenger, 1991). That is to say, the given practices of a CoP constitute
its specific, idiosyncratic social context in which learning, meaning making, and
identity construction reside. Practice thus is local and emerges from the “moment-
by-moment interactions between actors, and between actors and the environments
of their action” (Suchmann, 1987, p. 179). I refer to this as the local context of
communities to differentiate it from the broader organization in which these CoPs
operate.

The debate in the core collection on this domain concerns whether the local
context of a community is historically constituted and stable or if communities
describe the context for adaptive practice and practice change.

Lave & Wenger (1991), in their account on CoPs, emphasize newcomers’
inbound trajectories to full participation and, in doing so, stress the “reproduc-
tive and historical dimension” (@sterlund & Carlile, 2005, p. 98) of practice. In
other words, newcomers learn the masters’ practices through the aforementioned
virtuous cycle of participation, thereby reproducing and stabilizing the commu-
nities” practices. Such regular participation within the practices of a community
thus creates a shared history of learning which simultaneously generates episte-
mic boundaries around that practice for others who do not have access to this
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history. It also creates path-dependencies in practices as future learning builds on
this history (Mgrk, Aanestad, Hanseth, & Grisot, 2008; Roberts, 2006).

As a consequence, several authors argue that communities of practice are rat-
her stable instead of improvisational. Gherardi & Nicolini (2000), for instance,
note that CoPs tend to persevere in their practices even when they might seem
obsolete, irrelevant, or no longer effective. Amin & Roberts (2008), in a simi-
lar vein, argue that the focus of a CoP—in particular, craft-based communities
such as flute makers (Cook & Yanow, 1993)—is to preserve its skills and know-
ledge instead of creating new capabilities. Hence, communities of practice are
only concerned with incremental innovation (Pattinson & Preece, 2014). Like-
wise, Roberts (2006) argues that CoPs may resist radical change because they
develop preferences and predispositions that influence their ability to absorb new
knowledge. On a similar note, Lindkvist (2005) reflects that communities of prac-
tice would rather benefit from periods of stability because of their relatively slow
processes of enculturation.

Moreover, Ferlie, Fitzgerald, Wood, & Hawkins (2005), demonstrate how
professional communities of practice can also play a significant role in the non-
spread of innovations as they establish social and cognitive boundaries between
professional groups that function as barriers and retard the spread of new know-
ledge throughout the organization. Similarly, Mgrk, Hoholm, Ellingsen, Edwin,
& Aanestad (2010), in their study of medical communities, illustrate how inno-
vations can be regarded as a threat to incumbent CoPs when newly introduced
practices contest the existing master-apprentice relations. Altogether, this litera-
ture leaves the improvisational and adaptive dimension of CoPs unattended and
implies that practices are “recursive” (Jarzabkowski, 2004) as they build-up a sta-
ble context which is perpetuated and reproduced primarily through the dynamics
of legitimate peripheral participation.

Conversely, research that understands communities of practice more as infor-
mal, organic entities located within established formal organization hierarchy
emphasizes the generative nature of practice. Scholars in this stream suggest
that new knowledge, and therefore new practices, arises from the local social
interactions about practical problems or failures (Bertels, Kleinschmidt, & Koen,
2011; Bridwell-Mitchell, 2016; Brown & Duguid, 1991; Cook & Brown, 1999;
Dougherty, 2001; Wenger, 1998). In particular, Brown & Duguid (1991) illustrate
how the repairmen collectively improvise new practices in situations where extant
models and understandings reach their limits or do not produce the desired out-
comes. New practices thus do not come from external sources such as managerial
prescriptions but emerge from participating in the social praxis of problem-solving
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within a community (Jarzabkowski, 2004). In this respect, Wenger also notes that
innovation emerges from the social interactions within CoPs:

“a well-functioning community of practice is a good context to explore radically
new insights without becoming fools or stuck in some dead end (...) communities
of practice are a privileged locus for the creation of knowledge” (1998, p. 214).

Several scholars in the core collection adopt such a notion of adaptive practice
(Jarzabkowski, 2004). Dougherty (2001), for example, explains how an organiza-
tion’s differentiated CoPs are each focused on solving problems in their practice,
generating continuous innovation. Brown & Duguid (2001) similarly theorize how
an organization’s local CoPs are part of wider networks of practice and, therefore,
can absorb relevant knowledge to their practice from the outside thus constituting
a context for adaptive practice. Based on these suggestions, Swan et al. (2002)
investigate how CoPs can be employed to mobilize, develop and legitimize a
radical innovation. With a focus on coordination of everyday work, Faraj & Xiao
(2006) explicate how new coordination practices within a hospital emerge from
community activities. Anand et al. (2007) propose, based on their study of a con-
sultancy firm, that CoPs create practice change by generating knowledge-based
innovations. On a related note, Retna & Ng (2011) show that informal CoPs
adapt their practices to organizational changes. Overall, the research mentioned
above primarily understands communities of practice as a context for adapting
and changing practice.

2.2.4 The Outcome of Communities of Practice

The outcome of communities of practice describes the consequences resulting
from situated community activities. I have mentioned several outcomes already
in the sections above; however, for the sake of completeness of this review I will
briefly summarize the discussion on this element below.

There are primarily two perspectives in the core collection concerning the
outcome of communities of practice: one that concentrates on outcomes that
are inbound into the community and another that explicates outcomes from
community activities as outbound affecting the surrounding organization.

Wenger (1998), for example, explains how through mutual engagement com-
munities of practice produce a shared repertoire of communal resources. That
is, through the pursuit of a joint enterprise, community members create a shared
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repertoire which functions as a resource because it enables further interaction and
negotiating of meaning:

“the repertoire of a community of practice includes routines, words, tools, ways
of doing things, stories, gestures, symbols, genres, actions, or concepts that the
community has produced or adopted in the course of its existence” (Wenger, 1998,
p. 83).

According to Wenger, this repertoire reflects the history of mutual engagement
in the CoP but remains inherently ambiguous and, therefore, can be utilized to
renegotiate new meaning. One can understand this shared repertoire of symbols,
narratives, and ways of doing things as the manifestation of the specific work
culture that has evolved through ongoing social praxis in a CoP. Following on
from this, CoPs are often viewed as subcultures that continually engage in culture
and identity formation (Bechky, 2003; Brown & Duguid, 2001; Cook & Yanow,
1993; Gherardi et al., 1998; Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002b; Hendry, 1996; Lave
& Wenger, 1991).

The key notion in the practice-oriented view on learning is that participating
in such a historical and cultural context of a specific community creates an incre-
ased knowledgeability (Gherardi et al., 1998; Lave, 2008; Lave & Wenger, 1991).
Knowledgeability in this sense refers to the ability to meaningfully engage in the
routine activities of the social life in the community (Nicolini, 2011; Orlikowski,
2002). In other words, knowing the cultural context and how to act in it. Know-
ledgeability or knowing in practice does not mean the production of subjectively
held and easy to decode knowledge but refers to the knowledge that is highly
ambiguous and contextualized as it resides in a nexus of practices. This form of
knowledge not only comprises the skill of competent practicing but also invol-
ves the knowing of the community’s identity, culture, and norms. The process
of knowing, therefore, “implies becoming a different person with respect to the
possibilities enabled by these systems of relations (the cultural context)” (Lave
& Wenger, 1991, p. 53). Moreover, this form of knowledge is difficult to decon-
textualize because it is inextricably bound to and “sticks to practice”, meaning it
is specific to a context and a group of people engaging in that context (Yanow,
2004). Such highly contextualized knowledge, therefore, can only be obtained by
practicing over lengthy periods of time in that context (Brown & Duguid, 2001;
Lindkvist, 2005; Nicolini, 2011).

Overall, the outcomes mentioned above such as a shared cultural repertoire and
the knowing of it are directed inwards towards the community and its members.
Cohendet & Llerena highlight this self-referentiality of communities of practice
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by noting: “the community tends to send no messages towards the outer world”
(2003, p. 283).

Conversely, the literature stream that views CoPs mainly as contexts for
adaptive practice within formal organizational hierarchies connects community
outcomes with firm-level variables such as overall performance, innovativeness,
and organizational adaptability. That is to say, communities generate organizatio-
nal value. A fundamental argument in this perspective is that innovation not only
occurs in planning offices and specific R&D departments but instead also emerges
from the collaborations of community members who engage with each other in the
doing of everyday work (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Wenger, 1998). More specifi-
cally, communities of practice provide the context in which new knowledge arises
through the sharing and recombining of existent tacit knowledge (Wenger & Sny-
der, 2000). This is important because knowledge sharing and recombining depict
the baseline for successful innovations (Kogut & Zander, 1992). Hence, commu-
nities of practice are a “ubiquitous source” of new knowledge driving continuous
organizational change and adaptation (Brown & Duguid, 2001).

Brown & Duguid (2001), for instance, suggest that CoPs enhance the firms
absorptive capacity of new and valuable knowledge (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990)
because its members absorb knowledge from the environment (Tallman & Cha-
car, 2011a). Moreover, Lesser & Storck (2001) link CoPs to the production of
social capital which, in turn, positively affects organizational performance regar-
ding decreasing learning curves, increasing responsiveness to changing customer
needs, preventing reinventions, and increasing the overall innovativeness of the
firm. In a similar vein, Wenger and his colleagues note that CoPs develop their
own practices and, in doing so, continuously improve the professional skills of
their members and simultaneously change the organization’s operational capa-
bilities (Wenger et al., 2002; Wenger & Snyder, 2000). In other words, CoPs by
developing and disseminating best practices change the way in which an organiza-
tion operates (Cordery et al., 2014). Applying an evolutionary view on the firm,
Cohendet & Llerena (2003) discuss how a firm’s different communities (CoPs
and ECs) differ in their learning routines (explorative learning vs. exploitative
learning; March, 1991) and either generate stable operational routines or dynamic
capabilities. In a similar vein, Kietzmann et al. (2013) elaborate based on a study
of different mobile CoPs’ that some CoPs can display high degrees of contextual
ambidexterity in the sense that they can explore new knowledge and simulta-
neously exploit existing routines and procedures and can, therefore, be viewed

“Mobile CoPs (MCoPs) describe a community among mobile workers, who communicate
with each other using mobile technologies.
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as an antecedent to organizational ambidexterity (Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004;
Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996). On a related note, Liedtka in employing a capability-
based view!? theorizes that communities of practice produce both learning at the
individual member level but also enhance an organization’s “meta-capabilities
to think strategically, learn, collaborate, and redesign processes” (1999, p. 14)
and, in doing so, affect the organization’s ability to achieve and sustain compe-
titive advantage.!! Turning more towards the literature on non-linear dynamics
(Prigogine & Stengers, 1984) and complex adaptive systems (CAS; Gell-Mann,
1994), Collier & Esteban (1999) propose that organizational adaptability is achie-
ved through the “participative organization” in which people participate in their
CoPs generating creativity and developing human capabilities. Building on the
insights of the open and user innovation literature, Koller, Schulte, Andresen, &
Kreutzmann (2020) suggest that CoPs as a collective can display the characteri-
stics of lead-users (Herstatt & von Hippel, 1992; von Hippel, 1986) and, therefore,
can be viewed as a vital source of innovation.

Overall, the above literature stemming from traditional management theory
fields illustrates that communities of practice within traditional hierarchies can
have wide-ranging outcomes that affect firm performance. As Brown summari-
zes: “these communities can help to drive strategy, transfer best practices, solve
problems quickly and develop professional skills” (2004, p. 147).

2.2.5 The Trans-local Context Around Communities of Practice

The last dimension of the explanatory framework unpacks the discussion in the
core collection of how communities of practice interrelate with their surroundings.
I will refer to this as the dynamic interaction between the local context of a CoP
and its broader, trans-local context.

Early research depicts communities as mostly independent and unconnected
(Brown & Duguid, 1991; Lave & Wenger, 1991), meaning that the immediate
setting of the organization in which CoPs nest, as well as the political, legal, and
cultural context surrounding these CoPs, remains mostly unconsidered (Contu
& Willmott, 2003; Gherardi & Perrotta, 2011; @sterlund & Carlile, 2005; Yak-
hlef, 2008). For instance, Lave & Wenger (1991) only recognize one community,

10A capability describes the organization’s capacity to perform a particular task or activity
in a reliable and at least minimally satisfactory manner (Helfat and Winter, 2011).
'Meta-capabilities relate to learning-to-learn capabilities. That is, they describe the
capabilities that renew other capabilities (Ambrosini, Bowman, and Collier, 2009).
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such as midwives, without paying attention to the surrounding organization or
culture in which these midwives work and learn. Specifically, the social context
of a CoP involves only the local, social setting of the community in these early
contributions (Yakhlef, 2008).

Given this limited perspective, several authors open up context around a CoP
and begin to study social structures that go beyond the locality of one spe-
cific community of practice (Fox, 2000; Gherardi & Nicolini, 2000; Gherardi
& Nicolini, 2002a; Handley et al., 2006; Hotho et al., 2014; Levina & Vaast,
2006; McLeod et al., 2011; Oborn & Dawson, 2010; Sapsed & Salter, 2004).
For instance, Gherardi & Nicolini (2002a) study what they refer to as a constella-
tion of practice describing interconnected practices that traverse the boundaries of
several communities. In this perspective the context is constituted by several other
communities with their own views on practice, agendas, interest, and resources.
Thus, practice becomes contested between several CoPs and the focus shifts
away from internal learning processes towards studying how several communities
negotiate meaning. In particular, this line of research investigates the discur-
sive practices at the boundaries between communities that often evolve around
boundary objects such as artifacts, blueprints, models, or concepts that ena-
ble translation and coordination across different CoPs (Brown & Duguid, 2001;
Faraj & Xiao, 2006; Oborn & Dawson, 2010; Sapsed & Salter, 2004; Wenger,
1998). For example, Boland & Tenkasi (1995) suggest that knowledge between
diverse “communities of knowing” is shared through the interrelated processes of
perspective-making and perspective-taking. The former describes how communi-
ties develop their unique understandings of the world, whereas the latter relates
to representing, sharing, and integrating of knowledge with other communities.
In a similar vein, Bechky (2003) points out that learning across occupational
communities differs and that cross-communal knowledge transfer relies on more
tangible objects around which individuals share knowledge. Meanwhile, Gherardi
& Nicolini (2002a) illustrate the conflictive tensions that can occur in intercom-
munal negotiations as different communities discursively position themselves in
either consent or dissonance about an interconnected practice. Also understanding
the trans-local context consisting of tangential communities, Mgrk et al. (2010)
similarly show how different CoPs try to control a new practice by mobilizing
arguments, marginalizing opponents, and building alliances. Building on these
findings, Heizmann (2011) suggests that the interplay between the different CoPs
of one network of practice is one of discourse and counter-discourse which will
eventually hamper knowledge sharing across communities.

Altogether, several authors in the core collection recognize the broader orga-
nizational context around CoPs as constituted through multiple, intersecting
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communities of practice (Brown & Duguid, 2001; Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002a;
Snell, 2001)—or as Brown & Duguid suggest a “community of communities”
(2001, p. 203)—and introduce the idea of coordination between these CoPs as
intercommunal negotiation. This perspective, however, only pays little attention
to how such networks of multiple CoPs are nested and integrated into the esta-
blished formal organizational hierarchy and, particularly, how formal leadership
functions in such settings (Kerno, 2008; Koliba & Gajda, 2009). This shortco-
ming stems from the tendency only to recognize communities (Lindkvist, 2005).
For example, Wenger (1998) illustrates how an office manager participates in what
he refers to as a “community of managers” and the actual claims processing CoP
and thereby holds the role of a broker between the two communities who intro-
duces and translates elements of one practice into the other. Although research on
coordination between multiple communities of practice offers valuable insights
into organizing at and across boundaries it obscures that CoPs are also embedded
within structures that go beyond other communities.

In light of this, other practice-oriented scholars in the core collection provide
explanations for how broader socio-cultural structures influence and constrain the
social praxis within CoPs. Contu & Willmott (2003), for example, criticize the
narrow perception of context and call for understanding learning in communities
of practice as embedded in wider societal and cultural environments and make the
plea to recognize that learning, to some extent, inevitably reproduces these wider
institutional structures. Likewise, Gherardi & Nicolini (2002b) theorize that the
local subculture of safety originates from the organizational and industrial cul-
ture as well as the traditions of the local community. All these elements interact
in the local context of practice in which the practitioners decide which versions
of safety are performed. Thus, community members in their local praxis draw
on and combine other cultural materials. On a related note, Mutch (2003) app-
lies Bourdieu’s (1990) concept of habitus to the CoP concept and explores how
agents’ embodied and transposable dispositions, which they unconsciously acqui-
red from other contexts (i.e., their habitus), interact with a local practice and might
explain differences in the performance of the same activity. Similarly, Roberts
(2006) argues that employees enter CoPs with predispositions that do not dis-
appear within the context of a particular community. Thus the situated praxis is
influenced through habitus and, therefore, by other social structures than those
negotiated within the community. Roberts further points out that the practices of
a CoP reflect the institutional structures of the broader context in which they are
situated. Consequently, she argues that societies that have strong social structures
may develop more effective communities within the business world as compared
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to western societies with their strong emphasis on neo-liberalism and individua-
lism. Building on this, Harvey et al. (2013) discovered, in their study of CoPs in a
professional bureaucracy, that members carried internalized norms and behavioral
expectations of the bureaucracy into community activities which ultimately led
to the CoP’s demise as people could not handle the newly given autonomy. Thus
the socio-cultural structure of bureaucracy, to a substantial degree, determined the
social praxis in the CoP. Specifically, considering the institutional environment of
practice, Gherardi & Perrotta (2011) illustrate that new practices not only emerge
from the situated praxis of a community of practitioners but are also initiated
and influenced by broader institutional and societal forces. Based on this contri-
bution, Hotho et al. (2014) explore how the institutional context, in combination
with organizational structures, affects learning in situated practice and find that
although organizational structures were in misalignment to institutional demands
actors creatively used institutional rules to counter constraining structures.
Overall, the above literature recognizes that the situated activities within CoPs
are not entirely self-caused and self-reflexive but also affected by the broader
surrounding context. That is, cultural and institutional structures have a direct
bearing on practice. In other words, CoPs cannot exist without a relation to an
external world but are embedded in these broader structures (Contu & Willmott,
2003; Contu & Willmott, 2006; Cox, 2005; Yakhlef, 2008). Or as Yakhlef puts it:
“What a CoP learns cannot be self-caused, the outcome of its closed, self-reflexive
processes” (2008, p. 287). Yet, the exact mechanisms of how the broader socio-
cultural context affects local CoPs, i. e., how and the degree to which members
draw on these structures, remains mostly obscure from the above contributions.
Turning towards the literature in the core collection that construes CoPs more
as organizational entities, authors understand the organizational context around
such communities essentially as the managerial shaped formal organizational hier-
archy. As mentioned in the nature section, however, there are two fundamental
perspectives in this stream on CoPs as either emergent or instrumentally crea-
ted entities. In the former, CoPs are self-organized and autonomous entities that
do not need supervision. Therefore, the question of how community members
interact with formal management and administrative leadership!? remains mostly
unattended in this stream. For example, Wenger notes that a CoP can never be:
“fully determined by an outside mandate, by a prescription or by any partici-
pant” (1998, p. 80). That is to say, the self-organized nature would contradict

121 will use administrative leadership and formal leadership synonymously throughout this
study referring to leadership that is tied to a formal position in the formal organization
hierarchy.
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any attempts to influence such communities externally. Other scholars note that
this picture may be overly romantic because it is close to managerial utopia
where employees do not need any supervision, motivate themselves, and set their
own goals of working more effectively, learn, and improve (@sterlund & Carlile,
2005). Moreover, such a perspective obscures the dilemma that CoPs might solve
problems locally and produce learning and innovation at the expense of overall
fragmentation, drift, and incoherence as they are not embedded in a context and
thus cannot affect the strategic levels of the organization (Brown & Duguid, 2001;
Duguid, 2008; Tallman & Chacar, 2011a; Tallman & Chacar, 2011b). Brown
& Duguid (2001) note that the main challenge for dynamic firms, therefore, is
to allow for change to occur locally in dispersed CoPs but, if necessary, to inte-
grate it for global strategic change. Yet, the mechanisms of how to do so remain
vague in these contributions.

In contrast to the emergent perspective, scholars who perceive CoPs as instru-
mental tools argue that management can spur their emergence and integrate them
to leverage their full potential for competitive advantage (Wenger et al., 2002;
Wenger & Snyder, 2000). Hence, these studies explicitly focus on the relation bet-
ween CoPs and management and suggest different forms of what they refer to as
“community management”. In particular, several scholars in this literature discuss
how management can sustain a community’s autonomy and simultaneously exert
control over these entities (Borzillo, Probst, & Raisch, 2008; Bourhis & Dubé,
2010; Wenger & Snyder, 2000). This stream is also incoherent in his suggestions
on how to cultivate and “set up” communities of practice.

Several scholars thus point out that management can and should shape the
context for community emergence, albeit with indirect and loosely structured top-
down initiatives than direct structural interventions (Chua, 2006; Dougherty, 2001;
Thompson, 2005; Wenger, 2000; Wenger et al., 2002). For example, Dougherty
(2001), on a generic level, argues that in innovative organizations management
(i.e., the top management team) should define and differentiate the problem areas
of the firm and then should allow its autonomous communities of practice to take
charge of these problems without predetermining possible solutions. Meanwhile,
Wenger et al. (2002), in their monograph, provide a handful of design princip-
les managers should adopt to catalyze organic CoP growth within their firms.
In a similar vein, Thompson (2005) reflects that CoPs need some infrastructural
investment to grow but without controlling the actual activities of its members.
Therefore, he coins the term “seeding structures” (e. g., ICT infrastructure, arti-
facts, office spaces, and installations) that enable future interaction from which a
CoP may evolve.
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Other authors underline the importance of new leadership forms or general
management styles that can help to shape an organizational culture that enables
community emergence and their integration (Borzillo & Kaminska-Labbé, 2011;
Bourhis & Dubé, 2010; Dubé et al., 2005; Kietzmann et al., 2013; Peltonen
& Liamsid, 2004; Smith & McKeen, 2003; Snell, 2001; Zboralski, 2009). Faraj
& Xiao (2006), for instance, suggest that organizational leadership is responsi-
ble for providing visions and creating safe havens where several communities
can negotiate new practices because they all follow the same overarching goal
and have the psychological safety to admit mistakes. Likewise, Retna & Ng
(2011) illustrate how a company’s CEO installed a cooperative culture of dis-
tributed leadership (Brown & Gioia, 2002) comprising open communication,
collaboration, interpersonal interaction, trust, and a strong company vision which,
together, helped to spur informal CoP emergence, increased participation, and
facilitated high knowledge sharing. Moreover, Kirkman et al. (2011) show that
community-oriented leadership, consisting of encouraging collaboration, facilita-
ting high-quality interpersonal exchange, alignment of community activities with
broader goals, and provision of resources to CoPs, positively affects a CoP’s effec-
tiveness. Meanwhile, other scholars note that participatory leadership facilitates
self-management among employees and helps to encourage community activities
and bottom-up initiatives by shaping a culture that enhances human productivity
and creativity (Collier & Esteban, 1999; Hotho et al., 2014). In a similar vein,
Kodama (2002) proposes community leadership as a general management style
that traverses through all organizational levels and helps to build and manage the
company’s diverse strategic communities.

Although this stream highlights the importance of culture in enabling commu-
nity emergence and provides hints on how formal leadership may shape such a
knowledge sharing context, it gives little information about how such a culture
of informality interrelates with a culture of formal hierarchy. Several scholars,
in this respect, note that formal organizational hierarchy, due to its pervasiveness,
may impede informal CoPs as these two organizational forms are opposed to each
other (Harvey et al., 2013; Kerno, 2008).

Overall, this line of research concludes that organizations cannot directly con-
trol CoPs but can facilitate the spontaneous emergence of them and support those
that have evolved without limiting their autonomy (Roberts, 2006; Thompson,
2005). Indeed, several studies suggest that if an organization tries to restrain a
community’s autonomy through controlling mechanisms, the community is likely
to vanish or continue outside formal avenues (Gongla & Rizzuto, 2001; Pastoors,
2007; Thompson, 2005).
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Yet, despite these warnings, several scholars from the knowledge management
discipline advocate for an explicit management of CoPs that involves their pur-
poseful creation and a strict alignment to their organizational context via direct
governance mechanisms and managerial interventions (Bolisani & Scarso, 2014;
Biichel & Raub, 2002; Clegg, Scarso, & Bolisani, 2008; Meeuwesen & Berends,
2007; Probst & Borzillo, 2008). For example, Swan et al. (2002) illustrate how
a group of managers established a community among recognized medical pro-
fessionals in order to promote the adoption of an innovative practice. Anand
et al. (2007), on a related note, narrate how communities of practice may occur
bottom-up without managerial intention but are also launched through mana-
gement support and purposeful interventions (e.g., sponsorship, resources, and
assigned personnel).

Several other studies try to establish guidelines, success factors, and lists
of governance mechanisms for the design and management of CoPs without
explicating many of the nuances of the interactions between members and their
managerially shaped context (Borzillo, 2009; Bourhis & Dubé, 2010; McDer-
mott, 2000; Probst & Borzillo, 2008). For instance, Dubé et al. (2005), in their
discussion of virtual CoPs, suggest a list of twenty-one structuring characteri-
stics that can be shaped through: “management decisions/actions that can be
taken to assure the vCoPs’ success in view of a particular configuration” (Dubé,
Bourhis, & Jacob, 2006, p. 88). Moreover, Borzillo (2009) suggests that top
management sponsors of a firm’s CoPs should assess a community’s organiza-
tional value on an ongoing base via proactive measures (evaluation of “produced”
best practices) and control processes (governance committees) in order to decide
whether to fund the CoP with additional resources. Moreover, Probst & Borzillo
(2008) point out several other governance mechanisms for the successful launch
of CoPs such as aligning them to the firm’s strategic objectives, install governance
committees, assign “best practice control agents”, or quantitatively measure the
overall CoP’s benefits. Similarly, McDermott & Archibald (2010) suggest that
management should specify goals for its communities besides establishing formal
relations between CoPs and top management and training of specific community
leaders. These “how to community” recommendations and alleged success factor
lists frequently have a one-size fits all character and too often remain on a generic
level.

Other research examines purposefully created communities of practice in order
to conclude their design processes, concentrating prominently on formalized roles
of so-called CoP managers or facilitators (Bardon & Borzillo, 2016; Garavan,
Carbery, & Murphy, 2007; Meeuwesen & Berends, 2007). For example, Garavan
et al. (2007), based on their qualitative study of four intentionally created CoPs,
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propose that explicitly trained CoP managers are responsible for providing goals
and visions for the community and, in doing so, structure the internal sensemaking
among community members. Likewise, Meeuwesen & Berends (2007) examine
managed CoPs at Rolls Royce and underline the importance of community facili-
tators, who are responsible for organizing meetings and encouraging participation.
These studies, unfortunately, either focus on organizational groups more simi-
lar to ad-hoc created task-forces and cross-disciplinary teams than CoPs (Amin
& Roberts, 2008; Thomas, 2017) or lack longitudinal data that would explain
the cross-level links between individual, community, organizational context, and
outcomes (Bolisani & Scarso, 2014; Harvey et al., 2013).13

More recent research tries to combine the emergent and self-organized
elements of CoPs with elements of control and integration into a formal organi-
zational hierarchy (Borzillo & Kaminska-Labbé, 2011; Harvey, Cohendet, Simon,
& Borzillo, 2015). Many scholars, however, note that more research is needed to
understand the embeddedness of communities in traditionally established orga-
nizations without suppressing their dynamic and surprising nature (Aljuwaiber,
2016; Lindkvist, 2005; Rennstam & Kirreman, 2020; Roberts, 2006; Thomas,
2017). That is because, in its efforts to formulate recommendations on how to
manage, integrate, and control an organization’s CoPs, the managerialist view
tends to suggest oversimplified solutions like formalized roles and top-down
governance mechanisms that are aimed at increasing predictability and efficiency
of creative and innovative learning processes that are, by their very nature, emer-
gent and self-organizing and, therefore, unpredictable. Such measures that preplan
and set up a community’s activities cause CoPs to become static and predictable
managerial tools, instead of being self-organized, improvisational, and dynamic
(Contu & Willmott, 2003; Contu & Willmott, 2006; Corradi et al., 2010; Cox,
2005; Duguid, 2008; Rennstam & Kérreman, 2020). In other words, these studies
reproduce traditional, mechanistic forms of control from the prevalent classical
management approaches (Peltonen & Lamsid, 2004; Thomas, 2017) that empha-
size structure of authority, rationally conceived goals, and managerial practice to
supervise goal achievement (Barnard, 1938; Mintzberg, 1979; Weber, 1947). What
follows from this is that there is no longer a dynamic interrelation between the
local context of a CoP and the context of formal organizational hierarchy because
communities are taken over by management and inevitably become absorbed in
and part of the formal structure (Duguid, 2008). Besides these critiques of a naive
and simplified treatment of CoP studies have also shown that such initiatives to

Bnterestingly, some studies even admit that they did not study a CoP but rather a cross-
disciplinary team (Garavan, Carbery, and Murphy, 2007).
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operationalize and instrumentally manage CoPs often lead to abandoned online
discussion platforms and, thus, do not produce sustaining CoPs (Pyrko et al.,
2017).

Overall, the literature in the core collection covers several aspects of the inter-
relation between a local CoP and its trans-local, broader context. First, several
studies understand the context around a CoP as constituted through multiple
intersecting communities and explore learning and coordination across the boun-
daries between them. Second, other practice-oriented researchers describe the
interrelation between situated learning in CoPs and socio-cultural and institutional
structures that go beyond the locality of a particular community, whereas research
that explicitly focuses on CoPs within contexts of established work organizations
searches for ways of cultivating and embedding CoPs without suppressing their
self-organized nature. This stream, however, has recently developed more towards
popularizing simplistic and naive management approaches of CoPs.

2.3  Summary of Section and Research Questions

In the previous section, I provided an in-depth review of the ongoing discussi-
ons within the core collection of communities of practice research based on a
systematic literature search. The review revealed three competing views on the
CoP construct as either a theoretical lens on learning processes or as emergent
respectively instrumentally designed organizational grouping. These different per-
spectives permeate through all the dimensions of the CoP construct beginning
with its essential nature of what they are, over what people actually do within
them, to the question of what it is that communities generate as an outcome, and
how they interact with their surrounding context.

Research that views the CoP concept more as a theoretical lens to explain lear-
ning processes unfolding from people’s participation in social practices (Gherardi
et al., 1998; Handley et al., 2006; Lave & Wenger, 1991) emphasizes the histo-
rically constituted and stable nature of CoPs (Amin & Roberts, 2008; @sterlund
& Carlile, 2005) where participation in its social practices generates learning, kno-
wing, and identity, confined and directed towards that particular social context
(Nicolini, 2012). Initially, scholars in this perspective did not consider broader
structures that straddle beyond the locality of a situated CoP. Authors later on,
however, have turned towards studying boundary processes unfolding between
multiple CoPs (Bechky, 2003; Boland & Tenkasi, 1995; Mgrk et al., 2010) and
have theorized that broader socio-cultural, as well as institutional structures, have
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a direct bearing on learning in practice (Contu & Willmott, 2006; Hotho et al.,
2014).

On the other hand, researchers understand CoPs more as self-organized and
often informal groups of practitioners situated within traditional organizations
(Brown & Duguid, 1991; Brown & Duguid, 2001; Wenger, 1998; Wenger & Sny-
der, 2000) that establish the context for adaptive and changing practice and,
therefore, are viewed as vital sources of organizational learning, innovation, and
adaptability (Brown & Duguid, 2001; Cordery et al., 2014; Jarzabkowski, 2004;
Liedtka, 1999). Originating from this perspective, authors have studied how to
cultivate and seed self-organized CoPs (Thompson, 2005; Wenger et al., 2002)
but, recently, have turned increasingly towards popularizing naive and simplistic
management approaches of instrumentally designed communities (Borzillo, 2009;
Garavan et al., 2007; Probst & Borzillo, 2008; Scarso et al., 2009), thereby stret-
ching the original concept (Amin & Roberts, 2008; Gherardi, 2009a; Pyrko et al.,
2019).

I agree with the critiques on an instrumental perspective as I come to under-
stand CoPs as emergent, self-organizing dynamics that cannot be set up and
controlled. More specifically, I view CoPs as emergent and self-organized social
webs of relations that emerge from organizational members’ social praxis around
a particular practice, in which participants collaborate and think together in order
to resolve their practical problems without the presence of a central coordinating
authority or a formalized plan and from which they develop shared identities and
shared cultural understandings about their group (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Cox,
2005; Lindkvist, 2005; Pyrko et al., 2017).

As becomes evident from this definition, my understanding of CoPs follows
Brown & Duguid’s (1991) contribution about the Xerox repair technicians who
form an emergent, mostly informal, and self-organized group of practitioners in
which they solve practical problems collaboratively and, in doing so, adapt and
innovate their local practice. Although purists of a practice-oriented lens to lear-
ning critize Brown and Duguid’s account as too managerially-driven as it sees
CoPs and learning in practice as a means to enhance employees capabilities to
address environmental changes (Contu & Willmott, 2000; Contu & Willmott,
2003), we indeed come to perceive CoPs as a source of adaptation unfolding from
people’s deep engagement in local practice (Brown & Duguid, 2001; Jarzabkow-
ski, 2004). If we are to understand CoPs as a source of adaptability, however,
we need to “zoom-out” from internal community dynamics of learning and par-
ticipation to explore how CoPs and their underlying processes emerge, interact
with, and embed in the broader context of traditional hierarchical organizations.
In particular, we need to know more about how the conflictive tension between



50 2 Literature Review

such self-organizing CoPs pushing for change and their managerially shaped
formal surroundings more focused on stability works and can be sustained for
organizational adaptability.

The above literature review, however, has revealed that prior work on com-
munities of practice does not sufficiently problematize this embeddedness of
CoPs within broader, managerially shaped organizational contexts. On the one
hand, practice-oriented scholars either focus on explaining learning processes
within CoPs (Gherardi et al., 1998; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Pyrko et al., 2017)
or emphasize learning at the boundaries between multiple intersecting commu-
nities (Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002a; Heizmann, 2011; Oborn & Dawson, 2010),
leaving the broader context of the surrounding organization mostly unregarded
(Contu & Willmott, 2003; Hotho et al., 2014; Roberts, 2006). On the other hand,
research that understands CoPs as sites of knowing, innovation, and adaptation
(Brown & Duguid, 1991; Brown & Duguid, 2001; Wenger, 1998) explores how
the CoP concept can be operationalized for organizational benefits (Wenger et al.,
2002). To that end, authors increasingly suggest simplistic governance approa-
ches that involve the active management of purposefully designed CoPs. Such an
overly managerialist perspective on CoPs, however, eliminates the inherent ten-
sion in the interrelation between CoPs and the formal organizational hierarchy
because the two blend together. That is to say, the logic of formalization and top-
down, bureaucratic control prevails over self-organized communities of practice
and ceases their dynamic potential (Kerno, 2008; Thomas, 2017).

In light of this unclear picture, I conclude that we need to explore the embed-
dedness of CoPs in the formal organizational hierarchy deeper to understand
CoPs as a source of adaptability. Consequently, the current study’s overall guiding
research question reads as follows:

How are emergent and self-organized CoPs embedded in the broader trans-local
context of formal organizational hierarchy?

To study how organizations can navigate the tension between CoPs and formal
organizational hierarchy for adaptability, one needs to know, first, how it unfolds
and works over time. Because recent research focuses predominantly on top-down
initiated communities or regards already existing CoPs, the complex processes
of bottom-up, informal emergence have been rather neglected in prior research
(Siedlok, Hibbert, & Sillince, 2015). To be precise, it remains unexplored how
communities actually evolve within the organizational context: “There is no way
in the theory to explain why a community of practice forms” (Cox, 2005, p. 533).
Thus, research question 1 asks:
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RQI: How do communities of practice emerge within the formal organizational
hierarchy?

As we know more about how communities of practice emerge, we can shift
our attention to how they interrelate with their organizational environment and
become eventually embedded within it. In particular, one needs to study the
processes and mechanisms inherent in the cross-level relations and interactions
between community members and their context (Harvey et al., 2013). More speci-
fically, this concerns two related areas of inquiry. For one, we need to understand
how CoPs interrelate with the broader socio-cultural structures of their organi-
zational context and, second, we need to explore the tension-ridden relationship
between CoPs and formal management/leadership.

Regarding the relation to broader socio-cultural structures the literature review
showed that prior research offers contradictory perspectives. On the one hand,
CoPs are said to generate local subcultures with idiosyncratic identities (Brown
& Duguid, 1991; Lave & Wenger, 1991) and, therefore, are viewed as closed
cultural systems (Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002a). Meanwhile, other scholars note
that the practices of local communities reproduce and reflect the broader cultural
and institutional structures in which they are situated (Contu & Willmott, 2003;
Contu & Willmott, 2006; Roberts, 2006). Several other studies offer a more nuan-
ced picture of the cultural dynamics in CoPs (Brown & Duguid, 2001; Gherardi
& Nicolini, 2002b; Thompson, 2005). Though these authors contest the notion of
organizations as monolithic cultural units and reject cultural determinism, they
acknowledge that CoPs draw, to some extent, on broader cultural repertoires.
Yet, the exact mechanisms of how they do so, and to what extent, remain vastly
obscure. Given this, we need explore the cultural dynamics between communities
and the broader, cultural context (Aljuwaiber, 2016). Hence, research question 2
is:

RQ2: How do emergent, self-organized CoPs culturally interrelate with the broader
context of formal organizational hierarchy?

Turning towards the interrelation between CoPs and formal leadership, the above
literature review has revealed that many approaches to “CoP management” detach
communities from actual practice as they offer generic lists of success factors and
simple governance mechanisms of how to design and set up communities. Thus,
these studies do not offer sufficient enough insights into the embeddedness of
CoPs in the organizational context. Although other researchers have introduced
community-related ideas on leadership (Kirkman et al., 2011; Retna & Ng, 2011)
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knowledge about how formal leadership interacts with CoPs without undermining
their self-organized nature remains scarce (Koliba & Gajda, 2009; Thomas, 2017).
In particular, the processes unfolding at the interface between CoPs and formal
leadership are seldom recognized in detail. Therefore, we need to explore how
formal leadership steers through the paradoxical tension between a CoP’s auto-
nomy and their control and integration into formal organizational hierarchy for
organizational adaptability. Consequently, research question 3 reads as follows:

RQ3: How does formal leadership embed communities of practice in formal
organizational hierarchy?

Answering these questions should extend our scholarly knowledge about the
embeddedness of communities of practice as sites and sources of adaptability
in contemporary organizations. I like to expressively note, at this point, that my
aim is not to develop yet another “CoP management” approach but, rather, under-
stand how the tension-ridden interrelation between self-organized CoPs and its
managerial-shaped context of formal organizational hierarchy works and can be
sustained for organizational adaptability
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Theoretical Background

There is nothing as practical as a good theory

Lewin 1943

In the previous section I conducted a thorough review of the CoP literature which
revealed that we need to know more about how such self-organized communi-
ties emerge and embed within the context of formal organizational hierarchy. In
traditional research, one would now expect a theoretical discussion from which
arguments about the embeddedness would be honed. However, I choose to explore
the research questions of this study using an interpretative research approach that
develops theory from the ground up instead of deductively testing theorized rela-
tionships. In such a grounded theory approach the theory usually appears after
qualitative data presentation (Nag, Corley, & Gioia, 2007; Suddaby, 2006). Yet,
to give the reader a better understanding of how I look at the data spreading
in front of me, and to advance the clarity of this manuscript, I will provide a
theoretical overview first.

This overview will outline the two central theoretical perspectives—comple-
xity and practice theory—on which I will draw in theorizing the study’s findings.
Note that employing these theoretical perspectives emerged from the study itself,
the in-depth examination of the data, and from the consultation of the relevant
literature. That is, during the analysis process the data led me towards theorizing
the findings of CoPs that generate resources and interact with formal leadership,
in part from a complexity theory perspective, in particular, complexity leadership
theory (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018; Uhl-Bien & Marion,
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2009) and from a practice-oriented lens on resources (Feldman, 2004; Feldman
& Worline, 2012).

Because I situate the current study in the communities of practice literature,
I need to discuss how these theoretical perspectives align and blend with prior
research on CoPs. Therefore, I begin the following reflections with a discussion
of the theoretical as well as ontological underpinnings of previous CoP rese-
arch and how these help to theorize the embeddedness. After that I introduce
the reader to complexity theory and discuss how this perspective is compatible
to and expands a practice-oriented view on a CoP’s embeddedness in formal
organizational hierarchy.

3.1 Theoretical and Ontological Underpinnings of CoP
Research

The review of the core collection in the previous section outlined three funda-
mentally different viewpoints on the essential nature of communities of practice
that developed in three mostly isolated streams of literature. These are, on the
one hand, practice-oriented studies on learning that follow Lave and Wenger’s
original contribution and explore learning processes in social practice (stream 1).
Another strand developed from organization and management scholars who fol-
low Brown and Duguid’s perspective and understand CoPs as emergent entities
located in an organizational setting (stream 2). On the basis of that view, ano-
ther research strand emerged (stream 3) that increasingly applies an instrumental
understanding to CoPs that treats them as designed tools for knowledge mana-
gement initiatives. Equally different epistemological and theoretical groundings
accompany these contrasting ontological understandings about the fundamental
nature of CoPs (Thompson, 2011). While the early contributions heavily draw
on practice-oriented social theories (Bourdieu, 1977; Giddens, 1984), later popu-
lar writings on CoPs are more grounded in traditional management frameworks
such as the knowledge-based-view (Kogut & Zander, 1996; Spender & Grant,
1996). Given this, I introduce these contrasting theoretical foundations of CoP
research and discuss their applicability for explaining the different aspects of a
CoP’s embeddedness. To do so, I will mostly concentrate on the theoretical back-
grounds of streams 1 and 3 as they depict the end points of the continuum from
a pure process understanding to an entity perspective on CoPs.
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3.1.1 Practice-Oriented Theory and a Processual
Understanding of Learning in CoPs

As mentioned above, research stream 1 in the core collection views CoPs not
as concrete organizational groupings (Gherardi et al., 1998; Gherardi & Nicolini,
2002a; Handley et al., 2006; Lave & Wenger, 1991) but, rather, emphasizes with
the community notion that all practices are fundamentally social practices as they
are constructed and upheld through a particular assemblage of people (Nicolini,
2012). Thus, in this strand, the CoP construct depicts a specific theoretical or ana-
Iytical lens through which researchers explicate social learning processes. More
specifically, scholars such as Lave and Wenger unpack learning as a process that
is inextricably linked to participating in the social practices of a local context,
and that proceeds according to the trajectory of legitimate peripheral participation
(LPP) from the periphery to the center, i.e., from unskilled novice to fully-fledged
practitioner (Lave & Wenger, 1991). According to Thompson (2011), this logic of
legitimate peripheral participation as the central social learning process in CoPs
brings the underlying process ontology of situated learning theory to the fore.!
That is, although Lave and Wenger introduce the notion of CoPs in their trea-
tise—a term that implies an actual entity or a reified thing—the definition of that
construct, essentially, is the underlying social process of LPP (Thompson, 2011).
As Lave and Wenger point out, situated learning “concerns the process by which
newcomers become part of a community of practice” (1991, p. 29). The process
of LPP moreover, emphasizes activity and praxis in that it focusses on peoples’
actual doings and sayings in an activity system (e.g., practicing, thinking, parti-
cipating, collaborating) and the outcomes that are generated through that conduct
(e.g., increased knowledgeability, competence, and identity). Besides these pro-
cessual dynamics of situated learning, Fox (2000) notes the reciprocal relation
between practice and practitioners in LPP, in the sense that the practice is under
constant construction while novices proceed on their path to full participation and
contribute to the practice’s development. Also, Wenger (1998) expresses that a

'In much of contemporary social theory there is a divide between a process and an
entity understanding of the world (Chia, 1997; van de Ven & Poole, 2005). Within an
entity ontology, the world is composed of discrete, self-identifying, stable things that only
change in their position in time and space. Thus, in this view, entities are primary to
process, and stability as well as equilibrium are natural states of things. Within a process
ontology, in contrast, the world is not a constellation of things but instead is constituted
through ever-unfolding processes. That is, the reality is made up of fluctuating, ongoing
activities, and is in a constant state of becoming (Rescher, 1996). Both viewpoints result
in fundamentally different styles of theorization of organizational phenomena; namely,
entity-based theorizing and process-based theorizing (Wenzel & Koch, 2018).
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CoP is not a fixed or stable entity. Instead, a CoP evolves continuously, and its
existence is not necessarily obvious to its members. As becomes evident, schol-
ars in stream 1 understand CoPs from a process ontology that emphasizes the
processual and fundamentally social dynamics of learning.”

Such a processual understanding of communities of practice aligns with a simi-
lar process-oriented theoretical foundation on which researchers in stream 1 build
their accounts of learning and knowing in practice (Thompson, 2011). In particu-
lar, this strand of research is deeply grounded in practice theory, practice-based
studies, practice approach, practice lens or what has recently become known under
the term “practice turn” in contemporary social theory (Reckwitz, 2002; Schatzki,
2001). In the following, I provide the reader with an overview of this “practice
turn” as the central theoretical background of CoP research.

The notion of “practice turn” describes the movement in sociology that puts
practice at center stage in theorizing about the social (Schatzki, Knorr Cetina,
& Savigny, 2001). This turn, which has gathered momentum since the 1980s, is
not to be mistaken with one holistic, comprehensive, and self-contained practice
theory but, instead, is made of a multitude of different practice-oriented approa-
ches, which differ in their flavor and foci, yet all share the same goal to overcome
the dualism of individualism and societism prevalent in social theory (Schatzki,
2005). According to Schatzki (2005) the camp of the “individualist”—including
the likes of Max Weber and Frederick Hayek—overemphasizes the agency of indi-
vidual human actors and neglects macro phenomena and their influence, while the
opposing camp of “societists” (Durkheim, 1964; Tonnies, 1887) stresses broa-
der societal forces in their explanations of action, disregarding the individual
and the micro. Given this, practice scholars set out to bring these two camps
together by recognizing both the micro (i.e., individual actors) as well as the
macro (i.e., societal structures) in their theories.’> To put it differently, practice-
oriented approaches tackle one of the central issues in contemporary social theory:
how to link individual agency with broader social structures in explanations of

ZNote that several authors in practice-oriented studies argue for a practice ontology, in
the sense that practice is ontologically prior to action and activity. Such a perspective
assumes that “all there is, is practices”, meaning that practices become the primary social
thing (Nicolini, 2012). Paroutis and Pettigrew (2007), however, note that a practice view is
similar to a process understanding in that they both focus on events and activities. Given
this, I abstain from further distinguishing a practice from process ontology.

3Some practice scholars also note that the divide in levels such as micro, meso, and
macro in much of contemporary theory is superficial and needs to be reconceptualized in
the sense that the distinction between micro and macro is dissolved when we focus on
practices that transcend beyond levels as they are always locally situated but also globally
embedded (Miettinen, Samra-Fredericks, & Yanow, 2009).
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action (Vaara & Whittington, 2012). Practice theorists thereby focus on activity
or what we have termed earlier as praxis (Reckwitz, 2002; Whittington, 2006).
In other words, practice-oriented approaches ground their theorizing in what peo-
ple actually “do” when they engage in their “work™ practices in the here and
now (Miettinen, Samra-Fredericks, & Yanow, 2009; Nicolini, 2009). This doing,
however, is always embedded in a web of practices that provide the broad com-
monalities for action, and practice scholars explore how this praxis produces and
reproduces the features of the social world, i.e., how the contours of “social and
organizational life stem from and transpire through the accomplishment of ordi-
nary activities” (Nicolini & Monteiro, 2016, p. 110). Nicolini summarizes it as
follows: “Practice-based theories use a performative perspective to offer a new
vista on the social world” (2012, p. 7).

Early practice-oriented theories, for example, include the seminal works of
sociologists Anthony Giddens and Pierre Bourdieu.*> Giddens (1984), in his
theory of structuration, explicates that structures enable and constrain people’s
practices, but it is also these practices that produce and reproduce social structu-
res. Human agency and social structures thus, in this view, are not opposed but
presuppose one another in a relationship of mutual constitution that is also cal-
led duality of structure. More specifically, he proposed structures or the structural
properties of social systems as rules and resources that are virtual in that they
exist in the form of often tacit knowledge, schemas, or memory traces about prior
action. Hence, structures have no existence concretely in time and space apart
from when they are put into practice, meaning that actors in their recurrent praxis
draw on this knowledge and, in doing so, produce and reproduce social structures
through their everyday activities (Giddens, 1984; Sewell, 1992).

The French sociologist Bourdieu (1977; 1990), similarly, in his conceptuali-
zation of habitus suggests that temporally persistent and durable social structures
are constituted through the mutual reproduction of mental schemas and resources.
In particular, habitus describes embodied dispositions that are often beyond the
state of humans’ consciousness and depict the imprint of historical, social struc-
tures into humans’ bodies. It thus refers to the physical embodiment of social
traditions and norms—the feel for the game—that people acquire through their
socialization in the various contexts of historically constituted practices in which

4To be precise, authors such as Giddens, Foucault, and Bourdieu depict the second wave
of practice-oriented social theory with the first wave often attributed to philosophers such
as Marx (1845/ 1977), Wittgenstein (1953) and Heidegger (1929), who in their respective
works provide first perspectives on social praxis in the social world.

SFor a more comprehensive overview of these vast sociological theories see also Nicolini
(2012).
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they have participated throughout their life (e.g., family, religion, occupation etc.).
Habitus predisposes how people think and act in accordance with these social
norms and traditions. Therefore, habitus is also viewed to function as structuring
structures in the sense of principles that generate and organize practice in a parti-
cular field (Bourdieu, 1990). That is, for Bourdieu, habitus is a phenomenon that
is always bound to a particular social group or class, i.e., a specific social field.
It is within this wider field that habitus becomes realized and generates practice;
people’s involvement in a field shapes their habitus that, in turn, recreates that
field through guiding and structuring peoples’ activities. In short, the concept of
habitus highlights that the history of past socialization leaves a bodily mark on
how practitioners see and interpret the world, i.e., on their “being in the world”®.

Other influential practice theories, which regularly find their ways into organi-
zation and management studies include Foucault’s (1972) discursive analysis and
Latour’s (2005) actor-network theory. Introducing the massive oeuvres of these
authors, however, would go beyond the scope of this dissertation.

The “practice turn” in organization and management studies involves a gro-
wing number of scholars in different fields who draw on the above social theories
and subscribe to their main assumptions in studying what people actually do
within organizations.

Information Box 4: The Practice Turn in Organization and Management
Theory

Practice theory not only informs work on communities of practice and orga-
nizational learning, but also has spurred research on various other organiza-
tional phenomena (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Feldman & Worline, 2016).
Technology as Practice

For instance, scholars draw on practice theories in their study of technology
(Orlikowski, 1992, 2000). This notion on technologies posits that technology
does not structure human agency by virtue. Instead, Orlikowski (2000) argues
that technological structures are not embodied in the technological properties
or elements and thus are not external or independent to human agency, but
rather technological structures are emergent because humans constitute them
in their recurrent use of technologies in practice. That is, only when people
routinely mobilize elements of a technology in repeated, situated action, the
properties of the technology become structures in the sense that they structure
human action or interaction with that technology (Orlikowski, 2000).

The notion of being in the world stems form Heidegger (1929).
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Routines as Practice

Other scholars offer a practice-oriented conceptualization of organizatio-
nal routines (Dionysiou and Tsoukas, 2013; Feldman, 2000; Feldman and
Pentland, 2003; Howard-Grenville, 2005; Parmigiani and Howard-Grenville,
2011). In this view, routines are not perceived to be enduring, stable, and a
source of inertia, but also hold the potential for endogenous change. Rou-
tines in this perspective are perceived to comprise of two interdependent,
recursively interrelated elements: the actual performance of the routine (per-
formative) and the abstract understanding of the routine that both shapes and
is shaped by the concrete performance (ostensive) (Feldman and Pentland,
2003; Parmigiani and Howard-Grenville, 2011). Change in organizational
routines, therefore, unfolds in the dynamic between these two sides.
Strategy as Practice

A particularly active stream of practice-oriented research coalesces under
the heading of strategy-as-practice (SAP) (Jarzabkowski, 2004, 2005; Jarz-
abkowski et al., 2007; Jarzabkowski and Spee, 2009; Vaara and Whittington,
2012; Whittington, 1996, 2006). From the SAP perspective, strategy is prima-
rily conceived as something people actually do and not so much as something
that firms have (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007). Given this, strategy-as-practice
scholars conceptualize strategy “as a situated, socially accomplished activity,
while strategizing comprises those actions, interactions and negotiations of
multiple actors and the situated practices that they draw upon in accomplis-
hing that activity” (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007: 8). It thus focusses our attention
on the activities—the praxis—of strategy practitioners and the practices and
tools utilized in the doing of strategy (Jarzabkowski et al., 2007; Whitting-
ton et al., 2003; Whittington, 2003). Moreover, strategy-as-practice opens up
the strategy building process by recognizing and exploring the involvement of
multiple actors beyond managerial elites in the doing of strategy (Seidl et al.,
2019; Whittington, 2019).

Altogether, each of the above-mentioned practice streams shares a common
focus on the way actors interact with their social or material features of the
organizational world in the everyday activities that constitute practice (Jarz-
abkowski, 2004).
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Given this, we can find practice-oriented research in multiple streams within
management and organization sciences beyond CoPs and learning in practice.
Practice-oriented studies, for example, evolved in the field of strategy-as-practice
(Jarzabkowski et al., 2007; Jarzabkowski & Spee, 2009; Whittington, 2003a), insti-
tutional complexity and change (Smets & Jarzabkowski, 2013; Smets, Morris, &
Greenwood, 2012), studies of organizations and organizational change (Miettinen
et al., 2009; Orlikowski, 1996), as well as research in accounting (Ahrens & Chap-
man, 2007) or organizational routines (Feldman, 2000; Feldman & Pentland, 2003)
(see also Information Box 4).

Another practice-oriented approach, which I will draw on in the later stages of
this dissertation, is Martha Feldman’s conceptualization of resources as resources
in practice (Feldman, 2004). This perspective on resources brings the processes
of how actors put things into use and thereby potentially generate new resources
to the fore (Feldman, 2004; Feldman & Quick, 2009; Feldman & Worline, 2012;
Feldman & Worline, 2016). In resourcing theory things only become resources as
they are being skillfully used in practice (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011). Thus,
resourcing describes the situated creation of assets in practice that enable actors
to undertake certain activities. These very activities can, in turn, create further
resources that continue to foster these actions (Feldman, 2004).

As becomes evident from the above overview of the “practice turn” in con-
temporary management and organization science, practice-oriented research is
diverse. Given this, Feldman & Orlikowski (2011) distinguish three different
approaches to practice studies: the empirical, the theoretical, and the philosophi-
cal. The first empirical approach explores people’s everyday activities—routinized
or improvised—in the production of organizational outcomes such as learning,
strategy or innovation, without explicitly drawing on practice theories. This
approach is also referred to as the weak program of practice-oriented research
(Nicolini, 2012). The theoretical approach, in contrast, explicitly utilizes concepts
from the broad apparatus of practice theories such as those introduced above
(Bourdieu, 1990; Foucault, 1972; Giddens, 1984; Latour, 2005; Wittgenstein,
1953). The third philosophical approach to practice-oriented research calls for
acknowledging the ontological primacy of practice as the critical building blocks
of reality, in the sense that the social world is “brought into being through prac-
tice” (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1241). Nicolini (2012) also refers to this
approach as the strong program to practice research. Although practice scholars
acknowledge the value of the empirical approach, they also argue that to unleash
the full power of the practice perspective, practice-oriented research requires a
deeper theoretical grounding and a strong commitment to a process, respectively
a practice ontology (Gherardi, 2009a; Vaara & Whittington, 2012).
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Despite the fact that there is no single unified and coherent practice theory
on which researchers could draw (Schatzki, 2001) when they adopt a theoretical
or philosophical approach, there are recognizable patterns that have emerged in
practice-oriented research. Thus, Feldman & Orlikowski (2011) posit three prin-
ciples of practice theorizing to which scholars subscribe when they employ a
practice perspective. First, practice theory foregrounds human agency’ and argues
that: “everyday actions are consequential in producing the structural contours of
social life” (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1241). This consequentiality pro-
nounces that social structures, habitus, or social orders are produced, generated,
or enacted through practices (Bourdieu, 1990; Giddens, 1984). In recognizing
this efficacy of human conduct, practice theories break with approaches that
overemphasize the role of structures in explaining action, and that hardly leave
any leeway for individual agency as individuals are viewed as structural “dopes”
(Jackson, 1999). Instead, practice theories all leave space for agency, individual
performance, and intelligible action. This is because performing a practice always
requires reacting and adapting to local circumstances. Therefore, practicing is
never mindless repetition nor is it complete invention as it is performed against
the backdrop of other practices (Nicolini, 2012).

The second principle is that practice scholars reject dualisms and recognize the
inherent relationships between elements that would otherwise have been treated
as dichotomies (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Feldman & Worline, 2016). As
mentioned above, practice theories aim at overcoming the dichotomies between
person and world, individual and collective, or subject and object dimensions
of reality salient in social sciences. The premise of duality of structure brought
forward in structuration theory by Giddens (1984), for example, overcomes this
dualism between agency and structure. By viewing elements as part of a duality,
they become interdependent and closer to each other without losing their concep-
tual independence. The elements of a duality thus remain distinct although they
are theoretically brought together (Farjoun, 2010; Jackson, 1999).

Closely connected to this is the third principle of relationality, which states that
phenomena always exist in relation to other phenomena (Feldman & Orlikowski,
2011; Feldman & Worline, 2016). Relationality, herein, does not primarily refer to

TThere are multiple conceptions on human agency, in particular, in the fields of sociology
and philosophy. Agency describes the capacity to act purposefully. According to Emirbayer
and Mische (1998) agency is influenced through the past because past patterns of thought
and action become incorporated in actors’ practical activities. Moreover, agency is oriented
towards the future as actors imagine future possible trajectories of action and it is oriented
towards the present because actors are capable of making judgements between different
possibilities of action.
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interpersonal relations but rather means that phenomena always exist in relation to
other phenomena (Bradbury & Lichtenstein, 2000). To put it differently, relational
thinking in practice-oriented theories posits that subjects, social groups, as well as
objects such as artifacts, only develop their properties and meanings in relation to
other subjects, social groups, or artifacts (@sterlund & Carlile, 2005). This idea,
for instance, can be found as one of the central premises of actor-network-theory
in which the social is conceived as a network of relations between a variety of
human and non-human actors (Latour, 2005).

In light of these approaches and principles of practice-oriented theories, rese-
arch stream 1 of the core collection (Fox, 2000; Gherardi et al., 1998; Gherardi
& Nicolini, 2002a; Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002b; Handley et al., 2006; Lave
& Wenger, 1991) can be regarded as a theoretical, and even at times a phi-
losophical, approach to practice as this line of research draws heavily on the
ideas of Giddens (1984) or Bourdieu (1990), and applies the above principles
in its theorizing. In particular, authors in this stream reject the dualism that eit-
her knowledge is something that only exists in human brains or is only encoded
into objects (Lave, 1988). Rather, from a practice-oriented perspective “knowing
is an ongoing social accomplishment, constituted and reconstituted in everyday
practice” (Orlikowski, 2002, p. 252). That is, knowledge is constructed within an
idiosyncratic social context—the system of relationships among people, objects
and activities within a community—therefore, knowing and doing in that context
cannot be separated from each other (Orlikowski, 2002): One has to actively par-
ticipate in practice to become competent in that activity, simultaneously, through
this active engagement the social norms, values, and identities of that context are
being reproduced in practice. As Lave & Wenger note: “Agent, activity and the
world mutually constitute each other” (1991, p. 33). For example, a newcomer
to a particular community of practice learns to interact with others in a way that
is considered to be normal and competent by other community members through
active participation in the shared practices of the community. This social struc-
ture—the social norms and identities that comprise what is normal and accepted
within the community—is historically constituted by those who have been practi-
cing for a long time in that community. In gaining this knowing how to act normal
through active participation, newcomers either sustain the social structure of the
CoP or challenge it.

From the above report on the ontological and theoretical grounding of research
stream 1 in the core collection, it becomes evident that this line of inquiry applies
a processual understanding to learning in practice and is simultaneously deeply
rooted in the “practice turn” of social theory as one of the primary approaches to
study organizations from a process perspective.
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3.1.2 CoPs as Social Entities and the Knowledge-Based-View

The literature stream that interprets CoPs as emergent organizational entities
(research stream 2) (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Brown & Duguid, 2001; Faraj
& Xiao, 2006; Hendry, 1996; Thompson, 2005; Wenger, 1998) makes an ontolo-
gical shift from viewing communities of practice primarily as learning processes
towards a more entitative understanding (Thompson, 2011). As explained eatlier,
scholars, here, study CoPs as informal groupings or as a new organizational form.
That is, communities of practice are social entities that exist in a more concrete
form alongside traditional formal hierarchies that possess certain qualities such
as capabilities for knowledge sharing, innovation, and adaptation. Several studies
within this strand simultaneously point out the emergent and evolving nature of
CoPs, implying a processual and dynamic dimension within the communities of
practice construct. For example, Brown & Duguid (1991) explicate the practices
of narration, collaboration, and construction from which CoPs informally evolve,
while Wenger (1998) refers to the duality between participation and reification
as the generative force that constitutes the community. Following on from this is
that processes and social entities are mutually constitutive in this perspective.

Although shifting the ontological understanding of CoPs, research stream 2
mostly holds on to a practice-oriented view on communities of practice or incor-
porates similar process-oriented theories such as sensemaking (Daft & Weick,
1984; Weick, 1988; Weick, 1995). For instance, Brown & Duguid (1991) refer to
practice theorists Bourdieu (1977), Suchmann (1987), and Orr (1990; 1996) besi-
des drawing on Daft & Weick’s (1984) account of enacting organizations. Other
studies in this strand, however, bring CoPs in relation to ideas from the open
innovation paradigm (Jeppesen & Laursen, 2009; Wasko & Faraj, 2000; Wasko,
Faraj, & Teigland, 2004) and the capability-based view of the firm (Cohendet
& Llerena, 2003; Liedtka, 1999). These theoretical perspectives are more focused
on macro properties of the organization—i.e., its innovative capabilities and its
overall performance—without giving much attention to the micro level individual
agency in their explanations. This shift in theoretical perspectives is accompa-
nied with a reformulation of the main research purpose that has moved away
from establishing a social theory of learning towards studying CoPs as informal
and self-organized organizational entities that accommodate learning and inno-
vation, i.e., adaptability. In short, research in this stream applies a theoretical
approach to practice but also begins to incorporate other theoretical perspectives
in its explanations.

The literature strand that understands CoPs as intentionally created and desi-
gned structures originates from an entitative understanding of the world. As
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mentioned earlier, this stream views CoPs as social entities that are controlled
by management. In other words, communities become malleable tools that con-
cretely exist in the form of intranet platforms, blogs, and online networks (Bardon
& Borzillo, 2016; Bolisani & Scarso, 2014; Borzillo, 2009; Borzillo, 2010; Bour-
his & Dubé, 2010; Dubé et al., 2005; Dubé et al., 2006; Nesheim, Olsen, &
Tobiassen, 2011; Wenger et al., 2002; Wenger, 2004). With this ontological shift,
however, this research does not account, anymore, for the underlying processual
dynamics and activities of learning and participation. Even though scholars in
this stream use the suffix “of practice” in their descriptions, they remove the CoP
concept form the actual everyday work practices to which originally the gene-
rative processes of participation and spontaneous emergence were tied (Amin
& Roberts, 2008; Cox, 2005; Duguid, 2008). Some of the concept’s founders
critically note in this context: “But community of practice theory is nothing at all
without practice” (Duguid, 2008, p. 3). Given this, research in this strand, at the
most, depicts an empirical approach to practice, nevertheless with a fairly limited
understanding of practice.

This ontological shift in research strand 3 corresponds with a turn in the
employed theoretical perspectives on CoPs. As this research stems primarily from
the knowledge management discipline, which deliberately has a more practitioner-
oriented approach to research, it sometimes lacks the appropriate theoretical
foundations (Bolisani & Scarso, 2014). However, when knowledge management
scholars apply theoretical perspectives they typically originate from a knowledge-
based view (KBV) of the firm (Grant, 1996; Kogut & Zander, 1992; Kogut
& Zander, 1996; Spender & Grant, 1996).

Knowledge-based approaches of the firm, on the one hand, aim at postulating
an alternative theory to transaction costs deliberations (Coase, 1937; Williamson,
1979) about the existence of firms (Foss, 1996). Besides, a knowledge-based view
encapsulates the argument that an organization’s knowledge is the main source of
firm performance and, therefore, of competitive advantage (Argote & Ingram,
2000; Grant, 1996; Kogut & Zander, 1992; Spender, 1996; Spender & Grant,
1996).

Kogut & Zander (1992) suggest that firms are more than a bundle of con-
tracts that serve to allocate property rights. In particular, firms are said to be more
efficient in coordinating knowledge than markets because they establish higher
order organizing principles (e.g., cultures and social structures consisting of sha-
red codes, languages, and schemas) that allow for the integration and transfer of
individual and often tacit knowledge. Consequently, firms exist due to their ability
to produce and reproduce knowledge instead of being solely viewed as institutions
for transaction costs reductions (Kogut & Zander, 1992; Kogut & Zander, 1996).
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Other theorists in this field depart more from a strategic management perspec-
tive and understand the knowledge-based view of the firm as an extension to the
resource-based view (RBV) (Barney, 1991; Wernerfelt, 1984).8 They argue that
since firms receive tangible resources from their environment, these resources are
also potentially accessible for competitors. Therefore, it follows that competitive
advantage is more likely to arise from internal, firm-specific intangible resources
such as knowledge about how to combine incoming factors in order to add value
(Brown & Duguid, 1998; Spender, 1996). Thus, the knowledge-based view pro-
poses that organizational knowledge is one of the most crucial resources (Argote
& Ingram, 2000; Grant, 1996; Spender & Grant, 1996).

This theoretical perspective, in contrast to a practice lens, seldom considers
micro-level interactions and individual agency. Instead, it concentrates on the
firm’s macro-structures and top management as the main actor, whose primary
task it is to establish and design organizational structures that efficiently coordi-
nate the various knowledge-creating entities (i.e., individuals, groups, and teams)
inside the firm (Grant, 1996; Kogut & Zander, 1992; Spender, 1996).

Because much contemporary knowledge management research is implicitly
rooted in a knowledge-based view, it is unsurprising that CoPs, here, are treated as
one of the central knowledge-creating entities and, therefore, as a strategic asset.
The central aim in this stream, consequently, is to understand how management
can harness and utilize these resources in order to gain competitive advantage
(Bolisani & Scarso, 2014; Cox, 2005; Lesser & Storck, 2001; Scarso et al., 2009).

3.1.3 Interim Conclusion

The above discussion revealed that CoP research shifted dramatically in its theo-
retical grounding and ontological perspective. Whereas practice-oriented research
on learning is deeply rooted in a processual worldview and mainly draws from
practice theories to explain the dynamics of learning as critical aspects of practice,
knowledge management research views CoPs as designed, controllable entities
and builds on more mainstream management concepts such as the knowledge-
based view of the firm to explain how CoPs as entities are critical for firm
performance. Figure 3.1 illustrates these different theoretical and ontological

8The RBV’s primary goal is to explain firm performance by answering the question of
why some firms are more successful than others in establishing sustained competitive
advantages that yield superior returns. In this view, firms consist of idiosyncratic bundles
of resources and capabilities which, when they are valuable, rare, imperfectly imitable,
and non-substitutable, are the prime source of competitive advantage (Barney, 1991).
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backgrounds in the literature graphically. Note that I locate research stream 2
in the middle between a pure process and wholly entitative worldview as aut-
hors in this strand, though they study CoPs as informal groupings, recognize their
processual dimension. Moreover, I situated stream 2 higher on the y-axis, indica-
ting that while this research remains grounded in practice-oriented theories it also
draws on more traditional management concepts.

With regard to the embeddedness of CoPs in the formal organizational hier-
archy, these contrasting ontological and theoretical perspectives offer different
starting points for explaining the interrelation between CoP and organizational
context. On the one hand, an entitative understanding coupled with mainstream
management approaches as a theoretical base provides mostly functionalist expla-
nations of embeddedness that, in the last consequence, lead to instrumental
approaches of CoP design and management as formalized entities. Although I
study CoPs as emergent, self-organized entities that depict sites of organizational
adaptability, a purely entitative ontology and functionalist theorization of CoPs
seems to produce unsatisfactory explanations that obscure the original focus on

Knowledge-based-view

CoPs as created entities @

process worldview entity worldview

(2) CoPs as emergent entities

@CDPS as an analytical concept

Figure 3.1 Different theoretical and ontological viewpoints on CoPs

Practice-oriented theories
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practice and self-organized processes. Given this, I join with those authors, who
suggest a reorientation of CoP research towards practice-oriented approaches that
refocus our attention more on the dynamics of practice than on the properties of
the reified community (Brown & Duguid, 2001; Gherardi, 2009a; Roberts, 2006).
Hence, I will view the CoPs presented in the later finding section from a pro-
cessual ontology and will begin my interpretation and theorization recurring to
practice-oriented approaches.

Practice-based approaches to CoPs, as well as practice studies in general
however, tend to what Seidl & Whittington (2014) refer to as “micro isolatio-
nism”, describing the tendency of overemphasizing the local empirical instance
without considering larger phenomena around the local. Thus, without a few
notable exceptions, there are very few practice-oriented studies that “zoom-
out” (Nicolini, 2009) and empirically explore how CoPs relate to features
of the broader organizational and social context (Hotho et al., 2014; Mutch,
2003; Thompson, 2005). However, when scholars do so, their descriptions are
sometimes in danger of a macro determinism in that local practices must ine-
vitably reflect and are determined by broader institutional structures (Contu &
Willmott, 2003; Contu & Willmott, 2006).

Besides, there are not many studies that speak about leadership dynamics in
conjunction with communities of practice within practice-oriented research. A
notable exception depicts the work offered by Raelin (2005; 2011a), who explo-
res leadership from a practice perspective and suggests leadership as “leaderful
practice”—a collective, distributed, and democratic account on organizational lea-
dership—that considers the whole firm as a community, where leadership can
emerge anywhere in practice. Although this perspective provides several insights
into how we have to understand leadership in adaptive organizations, it does not
centrally address the problems of embeddedness.

The research aim of this study, however, is to explore the dynamics between
the local context of an emergent, self-organized CoP with its broader context
of the formal organizational hierarchy. More specifically, I am interested in stu-
dying how self-organized practices emerge, how they culturally interrelate to
broader socio-cultural structures around them, and how leadership interacts with
these practices. Given these research aims, solely grounding my explanations in
a practice-oriented perspective does not seem sufficient. Instead, the process of
analyzing my data led me towards employing a complexity theory perspective
on parts of this study’s findings. In particular, the emergence of new resources
through the CoPs and the dynamic interactions between community members
and formal leaders that we were able to observe, suggested taking a complexity
leadership theory lens (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001; Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2003;
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Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). A complexity theory perspec-
tive recognizes the inherent tensions between top-down and bottom-up evolving
forces within complex organizations (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien & Arena,
2018; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009) and, therefore, seems especially promising for
this study’s research focus.

This turn towards complexity theory, however, does not render a practice-
perspective obsolete. Instead, I view these two theoretical lenses as complemen-
tary as they help me to theorize different facets of the embeddedness. That is to
say, I will draw on both schools of thought in theorizing the findings of this study.
To be specific, I utilize a practice-oriented perspective on resources to explain how
CoPs generate new specialized resources and how its members resource and shape
their own informal cultures against the backdrop of the broader socio-cultural
structure of the armed forces. Besides that, I will employ complexity theory rea-
soning to interpret and explicate the leadership dynamics between community
members and formal leaders. To that end, I will introduce complexity theory with
its focus on complex adaptive systems (CAS) in the following subsection and
discuss how it complements a practice-oriented perspective on CoPs within the
formal organizational hierarchy.

3.2 Complexity Theory: A Complementary Perspective
on CoPs

In the previous chapter, I introduced the main theoretical underpinnings of com-
munity of practice research. In the current section, I will outline complexity
theory—in particular, theory about complex adaptive systems and leadership—
as a complementary theoretical perspective on emergent and self-organized CoPs
within formal organizational hierarchies. To this end, I begin by briefly out-
lining the origins of complexity theory to better understand its idiosyncratic
view on organizational phenomena and its contribution to management research.
After that I introduce the main tenets of the research on complex adaptive sys-
tems and complexity leadership theory that seem to be critical to the study of
embeddedness.

3.2.1 The Intellectual Origins of Complexity Theory

Complexity theory, in contrast to practice-oriented approaches that stem from
social theory, is rooted in system notions such as cybernetics (Ashby, 1961)
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and general systems theory (Bertalanffy, 1968). General system theory tries to
elucidate the general principles underlying all systems, whereas, cybernetics
emphasizes regulation and control of system components using feedback loops
(Anderson, 1999). Viewed from these perspectives, organizations are mostly per-
ceived as open systems constituted by positive and negative feedback loops among
the system’s components (Katz & Kahn, 1978). They are open because they
exchange resources with their environment and they are systems because they
consist of interconnected elements that work together (Anderson, 1999).

Moreover, systems in these perspectives seek a state of equilibrium in which
they preserve their overall character, meaning that they move back into a stable
state after periods of disturbance or internal fluctuations (Ashby, 1961; Dooley &
van de Ven, 1999). In consequence, early systems research does not consider the
emergence of entirely novel structures within a system (Goldstein, 2008). Besides,
complexity in these system notions mostly describes the huge number of system
parts that interact with one another (Simon, 1962). In other words, complexity
is a function of the system’s parts and the interconnectedness between them. As
Phelan (1999) notes, the emphasis in early system theory is on problem-solving,
in the sense that systems are studied from a reductionist perspective, meaning that
researchers analyze a system’s components and how they work together in order
to improve some function of the system.

One precursor of complexity science, as we know it, in contemporary organiza-
tion studies, is the idea of dissipative structures introduced by Ilya Prigogine and
his colleagues (Nicolis & Prigogine, 1989; Prigogine, 1997; Prigogine & Sten-
gers, 1984) that are at the heart of complexity theory (McKelvey, 1997; McKelvey,
1999).

Prigogine mainly studied thermodynamics in chemical systems and asked the
question of how new order emerges in the world, knowing that all biological or
even social systems consisting of molecules, cells, organisms, and humans must
fall under the laws of thermodynamics. Within closed, isolated systems the second
law of thermodynamics states that systems move to a fixed point, a stable thermo-
dynamic equilibrium characterized by maximum entropy, with entropy describing
a measure for the amount of irreversibility or, in the broadest sense, disorder.
That is, in equilibrium states, production of entropy has come to an end. To put it
differently: “all ordered states eventually dissipate (via entropy) into disordered
states” (McKelvey, 1997, p. 369).

Consider, for example, a glass of water with ice cubes in it as a closed system.
According to the second law of thermodynamics, the warmer matter (the water)
produces a flow of energy to the ice cubes until the two are equilibrated, that is
the ice melts until there is only homogenous water in the glass. The system is
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in a stable equilibrium. This process is in itself irreversible, meaning the energy
dissipates, it is consumed, and the process cannot be reversed without the injection
of energy from the outside. That is to say, the energy flows in the system operate
to maximize the systems’ entropy (irreversibility) or disorder. In thermodynamic
equilibrium, therefore, no additional entropy can be generated within the system
as it has reached its maximum (Bocher, 1996; Prigogine & Allen, 1982). In other
words, an isolated system cannot increase its order without external intervention.

This, however, would not explain how new order marked by increasing
diversification and complexity evolves within the world (Prigogine & Allen,
1982). Therefore, Prigogine started to study systems that are far from the
above-explained equilibrium, because the earth itself is not in thermodynamic
equilibrium: “in our world, we discover fluctuations, bifurcations, and instabili-
ties at all levels” (Prigogine, 1997, p. 55). That is, in contrast to closed systems
that are rare in nature, Prigogine and colleagues study open systems that exchange
matter or energy with their environment and, therefore, are in a constant state far
from thermodynamic equilibrium. Thereby, Prigogine and his colleagues observed
that within such systems novel structures spontaneously emerge through proces-
ses of self-organization which, counterintuitively to the second law, produce order
instead of more disorder (Nicolis & Prigogine, 1989; Prigogine & Stengers, 1984).
In physical terms, as energy is imported to an open system it pushes away from
equilibrium, however, at a certain threshold the imported energy instead of being
randomly dampened begins to dissipate through the system, thereby generating
stable structures or sites of energy dissipation: “consequently there are labe-
led dissipative structures because they are the sites where imported energy is
dissipated” (McKelvey, 1997, p. 369).

The critical insight of these observations is that new order evolves as small
fluctuations within a system become amplified through positive feedback loops
between the system’s elements (Gemmill & Smith, 1985). Therefore, Nicolis
& Prigogine (1989) coined the phrase “order through fluctuation” which means
that the imported energy pushes the system thus far from equilibrium towards
the threshold of stability that even small fluctuations are enough to overcome the
persistence of the existing regime and generate a movement into a new, more
complex order (Leifer, 1989). This movement into new order is amplified through
the feedback loops among the system components (Gemmill & Smith, 1985).
That is, despite the absence of a central controller the system’s components can
“communicate” because they are connected in a web of interconnections through
which the energy flux is channeled (Prigogine & Stengers, 1984). Thus, sys-
tems self-generate structures of higher complexity rather than looking outside for
an ordering mechanism. By establishing these dissipative structures, the system
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moves into new configurations within which energy flows are heightened. Instead
of moving into equilibrium the system can be more responsive to its environment
as it adapts to best process the incoming energy flux (Smith & Gemmill, 1991).
For an example see also Information Box 5.

Information Box 5: Dissipative Structures

A well-known example for dissipative structures is the Bénard convection
cell. Consider a water-filled bowl that is heated from below. Since the water
is continuously heated, water particles expand and start moving towards the
surface where they cool down and start to sink to the bottom again. That
is, in addition to the thermal flow random microscopic movements of water
molecules evolve in the bowl. These two opposite movements (heated liquid
upwards vs. cooled liquid downwards), however, cannot take place at the
same time without some coordination between them. Therefore, at a certain
threshold the movements take place within a well-ordered structure called
convection cells. The liquid self-organizes into one stable pattern of move-
ment consisting of myriad water molecules. This pattern takes the shape of
hexagonal cells with an upward flow on one side of the cell and a downward
flow of heat energy on the other (Bocher, 1996). In other words, the micros-
copic (or micro level) random movement spontaneously self-organizes into
an ordered structure or pattern on the macroscopic level, that is, a dissipative
structure (Prigogine, 1977).

These structures exist as long as energy is further imported into the system
but tend to fade away when the influx of energy ceases (i.e., the heat source
is turned off in the above example) (Kauffman, 1993).

Soon after the discovery of self-organized dissipative structures in chemical
systems, scholars recognized that such phenomena of spontaneously evolving,
self-organized patterns are everywhere to be found in the world (Prigogine
& Lefever, 1973). Based on these fundamental insights about how new order
emerges within systems, complexity science as the science of such complex,
self-organized behaviors within systems gained ever more traction. In particular,
with the formation of the Sante Fe Institute in the 1980s where an interdisci-
plinary team of biologists and computer scientists (Gell-Mann, 1994; Holland,
1995; Kauffman, 1993) started their work on complex adaptive systems (CAS)
the movement started to grow (Schneider & Somers, 2006). These scholars built
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on the dissipative structure model with the central premise that complex aggre-
gate behavior of systems arises from the simple and localized interactions of the
system’s elements (Anderson, 1999; Cilliers, 1998; McKelvey, 1997; McKelvey,
1999). Complexity, therefore, is no longer merely the pure high number of interac-
ting system parts as in prior system notions (Simon, 1962); rather, it describes the
emergence of novel order through dynamic interactions between a system’s com-
ponents (Phelan, 1999) (see also Information Box 6 for an exemplified distinction
between these notions).

Information Box 6: Complex vs. Complicated

To underline the key point of complexity theory of emergent order, scholars
on academic conferences or in practitioner-oriented articles regularly recall
the distinction between the terms complex and complicated. Thus, if a sys-
tem that despite the fact that it comprises a huge number of components can
be fully described by analyzing and explaining its individual constituents,
it is said to be only complicated. Therefore, things like a jumbo jet alt-
hough containing a myriad of different elements are complicated because
when the parts interact they do not change each other and in the end one
could disassemble the jet back into its single components. Admitting, this
might take a while but the wheel remains a wheel and steel remains steel
and so on. Complex systems, on the other hand, cannot be fully grasped by
just analyzing its components because the interaction of the system parts
and the dynamic between the system and its environment are not fixed,
but alter and change through processes of self-organization that generate
emergent system properties, behaviors, or orders. For example, someone
described mayonnaise as complex as its ingredients eggs, oil, and lemon
once they are mixed together fundamentally change into that sauce we put
on our burgers. That is, one cannot decompose the mayonnaise back into
its elements (Cilliers, 1998; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017).

3.2.2 Complex Adaptive Systems Dynamics and Complexity
Leadership

Complexity science, similar to the practice-oriented theories introduced above, is
not a coherent theoretical framework but, rather, an assemblage of approaches
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which, to some degree, share the basic premise of emergent order (Goldstein,
2008). One particular vibrant research field is the examination of so-called com-
plex adaptive systems (CAS; Gell-Mann, 1994; Holland, 1995; Kauffman, 1993;
Stacey, 1995) that are said to be the basic unit of analysis in complexity science
and that build the base for complexity leadership (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007).

In general, CAS describe networks of agents—e.g., individuals or groups
within social systems—who interdependently interact and learn from each other,
share interests and hold similar worldviews due to the history of previous interac-
tions (Cilliers, 1998; Holland, 1995; Marion, 1999). Uhl-Bien et al. summarize:
“CAS are neural-like networks of interacting, interdependent agents who are bon-
ded in a cooperative dynamic by common goal, outlook need, etc.” (2007, p. 299).
In CAS, agents are connected to each other through feedback loops. Each agent
observes and acts upon local information, received from other connected agents
(Anderson, 1999). As each agent adapts to its particular local context, they—all
agents of a CAS—in aggregate adjust their behavior and act in parallel without
central coordination and communication (Maguire & McKelvey, 1999; Marion
& Uhl-Bien, 2001; Plowman et al., 2007b). It is through this repeated, self-
organized interaction that new system-level order arises and the system as a whole
adapts to an altered environment (Chiles et al., 2004; Holland, 1995; Kauffman,
1993).

Such complex systems are ubiquitous. The human brain, for example, can be
viewed as a CAS with neurons as its agents. Individuals who are coming together
as groups or communities constitute a complex system. Moreover, organizations
are complex systems in which individuals and groups are the agents. Lastly, indus-
tries make up a CAS with the multiple organizations functioning as agents of that
specific system (Stacey, 1996). Consequently, CAS are everywhere and, often,
they are nested as subsystems of other CAS (Gell-Mann, 1994).

Because there is no universal formula on how to describe CAS (Gell-Mann,
1994), numerous authors elaborate on the defining characteristics of complex
adaptive systems and their dynamics (Anderson, 1999; Cilliers, 1998; Gell-
Mann, 1994; Plowman & Duchon, 2008; Schwandt, 2008). To keep the following
remarks manageable, I will concentrate on those characteristics of CAS that seem
especially relevant to the current study’s research aim of studying the embedded-
ness of CoPs within the formal organizational hierarchy. These are (1) agents with
schemas, (2) emergent self-organization, (3) non-linear interactions, and (4) the
edge of chaos.

In first descriptions of CAS stemming mainly from biology, agents of a com-
plex system were perceived to interact with each other based on simple rules
stored within each agent’s schema (Gell-Mann, 1994; Holland, 1995; Kauffman,
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1993). These schemas are conceptualized as if-then rules, according to which,
each agent responses to its local environment (Griffin, Shaw, & Stacey, 1998).
Swarm intelligence phenomena occurring in the natural world of ant colonies
or beehives are examples of interaction based on simple rules (Plowman et al.,
2007b). Within human organizations, however, the schemas of human agents
might be more complicated than the simple rule systems observed in beehives
(Anderson, 1999). According to Bartunek, a schema can be defined as a cognitive
framework that “map(s) our experience of the world, identifying both its relevant
aspects and how we are to understand them” (Bartunek, 1984, p. 355). That is
to say, schemas are clusters of thematically related knowledge, ideas, or specific
examples of a domain that, together, constitute cognitive structures or interpreta-
tive frameworks by which past events and experiences are stored and upon which
action is taken (Fiske & Taylor, 1991). These schemas can be both specific to
an individual agent in the form of behavioral scripts or individualized mental
models that inform how one sees the world; on the other hand, they are also, to
a certain degree, shared, negotiated, or contested among multiple agents (Stacey,
1996). In particular, within organizations, multiple individuals come together with
different schemas containing different meanings, interpretations, and worldviews
which result in struggles over interpretation (Thietart & Forgues, 1995). Following
from this, CAS models consisting of human agents must comprise the collective
negotiation of meanings (Anderson, 1999) from which novel overlapping schemas
are constructed (Gell-Mann, 1994; Schwandt, 2008).

According to Chiles et al. (2004), one of the anchor points of complexity
theory is the dynamic of emergent self-organization within CAS derived from the
dissipative structure model explained above. Emergent self-organization descri-
bes the emergence of new but unpredictable order as a result of the unscripted
interactions of interdependent agents at lower levels of a CAS. In other words,
patterns and regularities emerge without the imposition of an overall plan by a
central controller (Anderson, 1999; Chiles et al., 2004; Maguire & McKelvey,
1999; Prigogine, 1997). Thus, in the case of organizations, a CAS consisting of
people or groups is not predetermined or controlled by managerial fiat; instead, it
generates a novel macro-level order by itself through micro-level processes that
involve interconnected individuals who exchange information, learn from each
other, and continuously adapt their schemas to the feedback about each other’s
actions without central coordination (Chiles et al., 2004; Lichtenstein & Plowman,
2009; Plowman et al., 2007a). Notably, in a CAS, not every agent is connected to
all other agents within the system. Thus, agents respond only to other agents with
whom they share a connection, that is, they only learn locally (Anderson, 1999).
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Moreover, complex adaptive systems are characterized as nonlinear, meaning
that a linear causal logic of cause and effect does not apply to a CAS (Lich-
tenstein, 2000; Stacey, 1996). More specifically, the elements of a CAS (i.e.,
the agents) are not independent of one another but, rather, stand in mutually
interdependent relations (Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009; Plowman & Duchon,
2008). That is, the system’s components function in reciprocal interactions and,
thereby, mutually influence each other in unexpected and irreversible ways (Plow-
man et al., 2007b; Stacey, 1995; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017). Due to this great
interrelatedness of system parts, small changes, mutations, or fluctuations in one
component may cascade quickly through the whole system resulting in large, dis-
proportionate, and unpredictable change on the collective, macro level (Holland,
1995; Kauffman, 1993). Complexity theorists describe this characteristic of non-
linear change with the metaphor of the butterfly effect: a butterfly flapping its
wings over the Pacific can cause a hurricane in Texas.

Applying these ideas to organizations, complexity scholars view organizations
as systems comprising of nonlinear interactions between individuals with diverse
schemas who try to coordinate their activities and thereby mutually influence
each other (Stacey, 1995; Stacey, 1996). Within such nonlinear feedback systems,
small changes can lead to dramatic effects (Anderson, 1999; Thietart & Forgues,
1995). For example, within informal network structures, new ideas tend to esca-
late quickly in unexpected ways as they move through the system and become
amplified (Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009).

The fourth characteristic of complex adaptive systems is the far from equi-
librium condition adapted from Nicolis & Prigogine (1989). According to
complexity theorists organizations are seldom in states of perfect equilibrium and
stability (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). Instead, multiple internal, as well as external
adaptive challenges, pressures, and disturbances, continually impact them. These
adaptive tensions push the organization away from equilibrium into the “region of
complexity” or the “edge of chaos” (i.e., the far from equilibrium states in thermo-
dynamics) (Kauffman, 1993; Maguire & McKelvey, 1999). That is, they push the
organization out of its planned and programmed course. In these states of instabi-
lity, pressure, and tension, organizations are capable of highly complex behavior,
meaning that order and disorder are simultaneous occurrences (Kauffman, 1995),
with each force pulling the organization in different directions (Stacey, 1995;
Thietart & Forgues, 1995). Many scholars argue that it is this region between sta-
bility and chaos—the edge of chaos—that gives rise to emergent self-organization
in CAS as individuals start to interact without a predetermined plan and strive to
adapt to such pressures as they are given freedom to experiment (Stacey, 1995;
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Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Such innovations lead to disorder and instability which is
capable of moving throughout the organization (Plowman et al., 2007a).

Overall, complex adaptive systems are networks that comprise of individuals
with different schemas, who in nonlinear interactions learn from and adapt to each
other, giving rise to perpetual novelty and change on the global system level under
the right conditions (Stacey, 1996; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien & Marion,
2009).

Based on these properties and dynamics of CAS, several scholars explore how
we have to understand organizational leadership that operates within such systems
and tries to enable and guide the CAS dynamic of emergent self-organization for
organizational adaptability (Lichtenstein et al., 2006; Lichtenstein & Plowman,
2009; Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien & Marion,
2009). To put it in simpler words, this perspective on leadership explores “how
leaders affect and are affected by the informal networks in which they take
part, and how they use networks to advance innovation” (Uhl-Bien & Arena,
2018, p. 96). Complexity leadership theory (CLT) at its core distinguishes
between three leadership forms that are at work in complex organizations: adap-
tive (or entrepreneurial), administrative (or operational), and enabling leadership
(Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018). Adaptive leadership in this
“meta framework” is an emergent, interactive process that produces adaptive
responses, innovations, change, and adaptability in social systems (Hazy, 2008;
Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009; Plowman et al., 2007b; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). It
basically describes a process in which adaptive leaders interact with and engage
the CAS dynamics of emergent self-organization. For Uhl-Bien & Marion (2009)
this is leadership as it involves intentional, local acts of influence to generate
change in a social system. However, adaptive leadership is not attributed to a
single individual or formal position that influences the behavior of subordinates
but, rather, involves the change that spontaneously emerges in the space bet-
ween different agents (Bradbury & Lichtenstein, 2000; Lichtenstein et al., 2006).
According to Uhl-Bien & Marion (2009) adaptive leadership can be understood
as informal leadership that occurs as informally networked human agents gene-
rate and advance adaptive responses to environmental pressures and adaptive
challenges. It is thus adaptive leadership that drives the organization away from
equilibrium and stability towards the “region of complexity”. In other words, it
represents the adaptive function in organizations that generates bottom-up emer-
gence (Lichtenstein, 2014; Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009; Uhl-Bien & Marion,
2009).

In contrast, administrative leadership refers to the leadership processes and
actions occurring at the operational core of the organization usually top-down
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executed by individuals in formal managerial roles who have the power to make
decisions and to allocate resources to achieve organizationally prescribed out-
comes (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Administrative leadership is typically based on
authority and position and focusses primarily on alignment and control of subor-
dinates or follower behaviors and actions. It resides within the bureaucratic and
hierarchical functions of the organization that ensure the stable, effective, and effi-
cient execution of pre-organized tasks and, thus, are oriented towards stability and
exploitation (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017; Uhl-Bien & Arena,
2018).

The central premise of CLT is that adaptability occurs when the two forms
of adaptive and administrative leadership are “entangled” with each other and
work in tandem (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). Entangle-
ment in essence means that adaptive leadership engages the CAS dynamics and
generates adaptive responses that administrative leadership subsequently exploit
and transform into organizational outcomes: “Entanglement describes a dynamic
relationship between formal top-down, administrative forces (i.e., bureaucracy)
and the informal, complexly adaptive emergent forces (i.e. CAS) (...)” (Uhl-Bien
et al., 2007, p. 305). To entangle these two opposing forms of leadership, CLT
introduces a third leadership function; namely, enabling leadership that works bet-
ween the two and manages the entanglement. Enabling leadership thus operates
at the interface between the informal (i.e., the adaptive) and formal system (i.e.,
the administrative) of the organization (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017). Uhl-Bien et al.
(2007) outline two essential roles of enabling leadership: first, it helps to create
the conditions for emergence to enable adaptive leadership and CAS dynamics to
unfold where adaptation is needed and, second, it facilitates the flow of adaptive
responses from the informal system back into the formal managerial systems.

Overall, complex adaptive system theory with its emphasis on emergent self-
organization and leadership for enabling these CAS dynamics seems particularly
appropriate to understand the adaptation outgoing from self-organized CoPs and
theorize the leadership aspects of the embeddedness of communities of practice
and formal organizational hierarchy. In light of this, I will draw and build on these
insights from complexity theory in theorizing the current study’s findings within
the later stages of this dissertation.
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3.2.3 Extending Practice-Oriented Approaches
with Complexity Theory

As it becomes evident through the above descriptions of practice-oriented approa-
ches and theory on complex adaptive systems, respectively, complexity leadership
theory, these concepts stem from quite different intellectual backgrounds. While
practice theories are rooted in social theory, complexity derives more from a
systems tradition. Despite these different origins, I believe that both theoretical
perspectives can be of value in theorizing different facets of the embeddedness
of CoPs under study here. Given this, [ will provide the reader, in the following,
with the rationale of why I believe it is appropriate to utilize both theories in tan-
dem and where these perspectives exactly complement each other in explicating
a CoP’s embeddedness.

Although practice and complexity theories each developed their distinctive ter-
minology and language, employing these theories together is possible as they
subscribe to similar assumptions and share some central premises. For instance,
both theoretical perspectives emphasize the process of emergence. Complexity
theory, as outlined above, argues that new order on the macro-level of a sys-
tem, that is its overall structure or properties, emerges from the self-organized
interaction of the micro-level elements of the system (Lichtenstein, 2000; Prigo-
gine & Stengers, 1984). Applied to social systems, the notion of emergence or
emergent self-organization describes that innovation, new social order or social
structure arises from the interaction of human agents who pursue change locally
based on other agents’ feedback (Chiles et al., 2004; Stacey, 1995; Tsoukas
& Chia, 2002). With a slightly different focus, practice theorists argue that broa-
der macro phenomena such as social order (e.g., structures, institutions, routines,
etc.) emerge in and from situated practice (Gherardi, 2009b). This logic is groun-
ded in practice-oriented approaches that view practices as constitutive for the
social world (Schatzki, 2001). From the vantage point of structuration theory
(Giddens, 1984), for example, social structure is always “in the making”, meaning
that social regularities are ongoing accomplishments in that they are continuously
(re)produced and possibly changed through everyday activities (Reckwitz, 2002).
Building on these insights, practice scholars in the field of management and orga-
nization studies have shown how micro-level activities bring macro phenomena
such as an organizations’ strategy (Kaplan, 2011; Rouleau, 2005), knowledge
(Tsoukas, 1996), or distributed capabilities (Orlikowski, 2002) into being. Thus, in
practice-oriented approaches broader, macro phenomena emerge from or are per-
formed through local, micro-level activity. Several practice authors describe this
process, also, as “becoming” in which practices reproduce the organization and its
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macro features on a recurrent basis so that the organization exists in a continuous
ever-unfolding state of becoming (Feldman, 2000; Jarzabkowski, 2004; Tsoukas,
1996; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002).

Related to the above is another similarity between practice and complexity
perspectives in that they both fundamentally involve multiple levels in their
theorizing. Complexity theory, on the one hand, recognizes the multiple level
nature of complex systems with macro-levels regarding overall system proces-
ses or properties (e.g., contextual or organizational processes) and micro-level
concerned with the system components and agents (e.g., individual human pro-
cesses). In complexity theory, models are therefore inevitably meso, meaning that
they comprise multiple levels with interdependencies between them (Lichtenstein
& Plowman, 2009). More specifically, complexity theory describes the interre-
lationship between these levels as a dynamic of emergence and entrainment.
Emergence, as mentioned above, describes how micro-level interactions—also
referred to as fine-grained interactions—create the regularities of daily life in the
sense of macro-level order (or coarse-grained properties), this macro-level order
(e.g., traditions, norms, values, routines), in turn, influences and guides micro-
level activities: a process called entrainment in complexity reasoning (Hazy &
Uhl-Bien, 2015). This “circular causality” bears a resemblance to the “duality of
structure” within practice-oriented approaches, introduced above (Hazy & Uhl-
Bien, 2012; Hazy & Uhl-Bien, 2015). Indeed, one of the central concerns of
practice theorists is to overcome the dichotomies between analytical levels and
conceptual oppositions such as agency and structure, body and mind, or action and
cognition, by bringing them closer together in practice (Feldman & Orlikowski,
2011). Although practice research is, therefore, inherently interested in studying
the micro-level activities of practitioners, it is by design rather a macroscopic lens
that concentrates on the wider context around that activity (Vaara & Whittington,
2012). Keep in mind that Gidden’s structuration theory and the Bourdieu’s con-
cept of habitus, as introduced above, are macro theories as they are concerned with
wider societal fields or social systems. Given this, taking a theoretical approach
to the study of practice also involves linking micro-level activities to macro-level
phenomena (Kouamé & Langley, 2018; Seidl & Whittington, 2014).

Another similarity between practice-oriented approaches and complexity
theory is that they both emphasize human agency. As mentioned before, one
of the central tenets of practice theories is the efficacy of human conduct in
producing and performing the structural features of the social world (Feldman
& Orlikowski, 2011). This strong argument for agency in practice theories also
introduces the ever-present potential for change and deviation: peoples’ activities
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are performed against the backdrop of rules, traditions, and norms (i.e., struc-
tures), yet people can always modify these rules, traditions, and norms locally
and, in doing so, change the structure in their recurrent practices (Giddens, 1984;
Orlikowski, 2000). In other words, people can always choose to do otherwise as
human agency is not fully structurally determined. Likewise, complexity scholars
in management and organization science note that human agents are simulta-
neously products but also producers of social systems. Stacey, for instance, argues
that although organizations are nonlinear feedback systems consisting of decision
laws and scripted relationships, agents in these systems are “free to vary, ignore,
or alter the institutional arrangements” (1995, p. 482) each time they go through
its feedback loops. Similarly, Uhl-Bien & Marion (2009) recognize the adaptive
function in organizations as based on agentic behavior, in the sense that adaptive
leaders make free choices as they intentionally seek to produce desired futures
or outcomes. These agentic acts fuel the CAS dynamic of emergence and occur
when people recognize adaptive challenges or issues that require new learning
or innovation and engage in interactive behavior to respond to these challenges
(Heifetz & Laurie, 2001; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009).

A fourth and final shared assumption of complexity and practice theo-
ries is that they are fundamentally processual, in the sense that they each
depict theoretical lenses that emphasize the unfolding, progressing, or moving
nature of the phenomena—systems or practices—under study. On the one
hand, complexity theory, with its emphasis on emergence and self-organization
is said to be a theory more about: “becoming rather than being” (Gleick,
1987, p. 5). That is, it takes a strong process perspective as it focusses our
attention away from fixed system states towards the generative processes of
emergence underlying those systems (Chiles et al., 2004). On the other hand,
practice-oriented approaches are, as mentioned before, one of the primary
ways to study organizations processually because they acknowledge social and
organizational phenomena as always dynamic, unfolding, and locally situated
(Nicolini, 2012; Nicolini & Monteiro, 2016). Practice scholars, indeed, do not
study reified entities but instead attend to “the dynamic and relational prac-
tices that constitute such entities” (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011, p. 1249)
in their theorizing. That is, practice-oriented theories focus more on the arrows in
the box-and-arrows models prevalent in organization and management theory and,
in doing so, emphasize the relationships and performances that produce outcomes
(Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011).

Taken together, we see that although complexity theory and practice-oriented
approaches depict fairly different schools of thought with vastly unlike intellec-
tual origins in system traditions, respectively, social theory, they nevertheless
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share many basic premises. In light of this, I conclude that it is appropriate to
extend a practice-based perspective on CoPs with insights from complexity theory,
especially complexity leadership theory.

Moreover, practice-oriented approaches and complexity theory are not only
similar in their main assumptions about the world but, I would also argue,
complement each other’s perspectives. While complexity, and in particular CLT,
emphasizes the role of leadership in explaining how the adaptive and admi-
nistrative function in organizations entangles (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien
& Marion, 2009), practice-oriented approaches are more suitable for explai-
ning how local practice embeds in, reproduces, and potentially changes larger
phenomena such as socio-cultural structures (Kouamé & Langley, 2018; Seidl
& Whittington, 2014). Given this, I will use explanations from both theoretical
viewpoints in conceiving how the self-organized practices of communities embed
in the cultural setting of the broader organizational context and how they inter-
relate with the organization’s leadership. Doing so enables me to theorize the
embeddedness of CoPs in formal organizational hierarchy.

3.3  Summary of Section

In this section, I discussed the theoretical background of the current dissertation.
Unlike as in traditional, positivist approaches that usually begin with theoretically
derived arguments and then proceed to theory testing, I follow a more interpre-
tative research approach that aims at building theory from empirical data. Thus,
connections to existing theoretical frameworks usually appear in the later stages in
grounded theory development. Accordingly, the turn towards complexity theory,
as well as practice-oriented approaches in theorizing the study’s findings, occurred
through the data analysis. However, to give the reader an early understanding of
these theoretical lenses and to discuss how they relate to existing CoP research, I
presented them at this point in the argumentation. To do so, I outlined the different
theoretical and ontological underpinnings of the CoP concept within the literature
streams identified in the review section. This discussion revealed that the work
on CoPs initially followed a process ontology and was based on the “practice
turn” to social theory. With its popularization, however, research on CoPs depar-
ted from this theoretical foundation and developed more and more a grounding
in traditional management concepts such as the knowledge-based view. Such a
theoretical base regularly leads to simplified and overly functionalist descriptions
of embedding CoPs as designed entities into formal structures. In contrast, the
findings of the current study have led me to expand a practice-perspective with
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complexity theory insights to uncover the processes that underlie CoP emergence
and embeddedness. Given this, I introduced complexity theory and, in particular,
complexity leadership theory and discussed how these frameworks are comple-
mentary to a practice-based approach on the embeddedness of CoPs in the formal
organizational hierarchy.
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Research Setting and Methods

Not everything that can be counted counts, and not
everything that counts can be counted.

Cameron 1963

The overall purpose of this study is to explore the embeddedness of communities
of practice within contexts of formal organizational hierarchy. More specifically,
this study will inquire on how CoPs emerge, how they culturally interrelate with
broader structures, and how formal leadership navigates this tension between
emergent, self-organized CoPs and formal hierarchy. That is, the aim of this rese-
arch involves theorizing about the cross-level dynamics and processes between
the local context of a CoP and the broader trans-local context in which it evol-
ves. To this end, I will employ inductive qualitative research methods to build
data-grounded process theory on a CoP’s embeddedness.

In the following section, I will introduce the research setting of the Ger-
man Federal Armed Forces (FAF). After that, I will outline this study’s research
approach and the rationale behind it. This will comprise a detailed description of
how I carried out the data collection and data analysis for this specific research
mainly following the recommendations for inductive qualitative research and data
analysis from the increasingly popular “Gioia Methodology” (Gioia et al., 2013).
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4.1 Research Setting

The presented findings in this study are essentially part of a larger research pro-
ject conducted over a period of over nearly four years from 2013 to 2017 within
the German Federal Armed Forces.! This project basically aimed at investigating
communities of practice within the FAF as a component of the organization’s
knowledge management efforts with the working assumption that there may be
many informal, self-organized groups within the FAF on the frontlines that con-
tribute to the organization’s adaptability and innovativeness from the bottom-up
without the strategic levels being aware of it. Exploring how these self-organized
CoPs emerge and embed in the managerially shaped context of formal orga-
nizational hierarchy is critical if we are to understand them as a potential for
adaptability. In light of this, the FAF, with its pervasive features of hierarchy
and bureaucracy, offers us an extreme case perspective to explore these dyna-
mics between self-organized CoPs and organizational context (Eisenhardt, 1989;
Pettigrew, 1990).

The FAF, such as any military organization, is characterized by its perva-
sive nature, in the sense that military organizations, in general, strive to affect
nearly every aspect of the life of their members. Scholars, therefore, consider
them as “total institutions” (Goffman, 1957) referring to the clear and impermea-
ble organizational boundaries, the organization under one central authority, and
the administration via comprehensive plans and fixed rules. More specifically, the
two remarkable properties of bureaucracy and hierarchy together constitute the
formal organizational hierarchy of the FAF (Kark, Karazi-Presler, & Tubi, 2016).

Bureaucratic structure, on the one hand, can be defined as “a formal, ratio-
nally organized social structure ... in which, ideally, every series of actions is
functionally related to the purposes of the organization” (Feld, 1959, p. 17).
Likewise, military organizations emphasize the alignment of individual and col-
lective activities under the central organizational purpose of the armed forces
(Keller, 2012). This alignment is ensured via rational rules and role expectations
that are fixated and formalized within a plethora of official handbooks, manuals,
orders, and instructions. In consequence, nearly all procedures, responsibilities,
and behaviors are formally prescribed and, therefore, become controllable as
they are simultaneously enforceable via sanctioning mechanisms (Gareis, Hal-
tiner, & Klein, 2006). Bureaucratic structures within military organizations thus

IThe research team that conducted the project within the armed forces consisted of three
PhD students (including myself) as well as our doctoral adviser. Therefore, I will employ
the plural in the manuscript whenever I refer to activities and decisions that involved all
of us.
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predominantly focus on rule and role conformity without the consideration of the
individuals involved (Hagen & Tomforde, 2012). The rationale behind this strong
formalization and rule conformity is to reduce uncertainty within organizatio-
nal procedures. In particular, within the military where uncertainty, ambiguity,
and stress of combat situations are naturally high, formalization and standardi-
zation of member behavior should compensate for these destabilizing tendencies
(Apelt, 2012; Gareis et al., 2006). Overall, military organizations are said to come
near to the ideal type of bureaucratic organizations postulated by Max Weber
(1947) in which the bureaucracy excecutes legal authority. That is, we can clearly
see the essential characteristics of bureaucracy in the FAF. These are, according
to Weber: task specialization, hierarchy of authority, formal selection, rules and
requirements, impersonality, and a strong career orientation.

Moreover, the FAF consists of a steep hierarchy that pervades throughout all
organizational areas. Within organization studies the word hierarchy is almost
used synonymously with organization: “organization means hierarchy, and hier-
archy means organization” (Diefenbach & Sillince, 2011, p. 1518). According to
Weber (1947), hierarchy, more specifically, describes the formal vertical integra-
tion of official positions, departments, and units often displayed in organizational
charts. Simon, similarly, describes hierarchy within formal organizations: “in a
hierarchic formal organization, each system consists of a “boss” and a set of sub-
ordinate subsystems. Each of the subsystems has a “boss” who is the immediate
subordinate of the boss of the system” (1962, p. 468).

This form of hierarchical organizational design in conjunction with the prin-
ciple of order and obedience is a hallmark of the FAF. For example, the Army
comprises multiple hierarchical levels of divisions, brigades, battalions, compa-
nies, platoons, and groups, which always receive their orders exclusively from
the direct superior level making up the chain of command. Unity of command,
meaning that soldiers or units only receive orders from one superior, is a com-
mon military design principle also referred to as straight line organization (Fayol,
1916). Along these linear lines, situational information flows upwards, and orders
are given downwards, ensuring quick decision making without slow consensus-
building processes in combat situations. Moreover, the hierarchy is reflected
within the visible rank structure and the boundaries between different status
groups of officers, non-commissioned officers, and enlisted men typical for the
military (Apelt, 2012; Gareis et al., 2006; Hagen & Tomforde, 2012).

Overall, the dominant logic of bureaucratic rules and ubiquitous hierarchies of
positions, ranks, and organizational units characterize the formal organization of
the FAF. These constitutive elements of formal organizational hierarchy, also in
large part, shape and permeate the culture of uniformity, coherence, discipline,
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comradery, and loyalty within the FAF (Hagen & Tomforde, 2012; Seiffert, 2012;
Tomforde, 2010).

Long and slowly reacting chains of command and formally ingrained orga-
nizational behavior, however, traditionally cause structural as well as cultural
inertia within military organizations (Soeters, Winslow, & Weibull, 2006) and
often impede independent, self-reliant, innovative work behavior (Haltiner, 2006).
In other words, the formal organizational hierarchy is designed to keep the variety
of behavior at a minimum in order to increase predictability. Moreover, a military
culture that is predominantly shaped by conservatism regularly hinders effective
innovation and adaptation (Gareis et al., 2006).2

This propensity to stability, predictability, and inertia, however, becomes incre-
asingly problematic. In recent years, the shift in military warfare scenarios
towards asymmetrical and hybrid warfare scenarios, shortened technological deve-
lopment cycles, and also socio-cultural changes at large have caused various
adaptive challenges for the armed forces (Morath, Leonard, & Zaccaro, 2011). In
particular, the armed forces are compelled to become more flexible and respon-
sive to an increasingly uncertain and dynamic environment, which requires fast
decision-making, adaptation, innovation, and continuous learning in missions
abroad as well as in regular duty at home. For example, new forms of mili-
tary conflict within highly complex and dynamic missions require self-sufficiency,
flexibility, and quick situational awareness from military leaders also at lower
hierarchical levels to adequately react within extreme situations (Seiffert, 2012).
Such new military tasks not only necessitate new, more flexible organizational
structures but also require novel and adapted soldierly identities that are no lon-
ger solely rooted within archaic warrior images but must include the self-images
of professional armed diplomats and humanitarian aid workers to cope with the
cultural complexities of modern-day military assignments (Hagen, 2006; Haltiner,
2006; Tomforde, 2010).

On the other hand, present-day threats such as cyber warfare require unique
organizational capabilities resulting in constant top-down initiated reorganizati-
ons of branches and departments within the FAF that, indeed, quickly change the
chains of command and responsibilities but only slow, if any, build up new capa-
cities. Moreover, due to the political nature of armed forces as part of the state’s
executive branch, the FAF, especially the strategic levels, are often under adaptive

ZHistorical examples of this innovation impeding tendencies can be found in the introduc-
tion of tanks within WW I which, at first, caused defensiveness among many generals due
to their traditionally founded pictures of warfare with cavalries and infantry.
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pressures stemming from new secretaries or altering power constellations within
the government.

Taken together, while discipline, bureaucratic order, and hierarchy are per-
vasive elements within the FAF, the armed forces are now, more than ever,
compelled to become more responsive and adaptive to an ever more dynamic
environment. This inherent tension between the perseverance of bureaucratic
structures and formal hierarchy on the one hand and the constant need to fle-
xibly adapt and reorganize on the other describes what military sociologists also
call the Janus character of military organizations (Soeters et al., 2006).> Within
this organizational context of competing necessities and fundamental tensions, the
interrelation between informally emerging, self-organizing communities of prac-
tice pushing for change and adaptation with the formal organizational hierarchy of
the military should become “transparently observable” (Pettigrew, 1990, p. 275).
Hence, the FAF offers us an extreme case perspective from which to build theory
(Eisenhardt, 1989).

Within this organizational setting of the FAF, we were able to investigate
several communities of practice in all main branches (Army, Navy, and Airforce).
In this study, however, I will focus my descriptions and explanations on three par-
ticular practices that exemplarily show the dynamic interaction between evolving
CoPs and their formal organizational context, allowing me to provide a detailed
narration of their self-organized emergence.

4.2 Research Approach and Procedures

In this subsection, I give a thorough description of the research method I employ
to answer this study’s research questions. Note, however, that this is not a full
report on available research methods and their associated epistemologies; rather,
I provide a rationale behind the specific methodological path I choose to follow.
After that, I will give a detailed account of the specific procedures taken for
collecting and analyzing the qualitative data.

3The Janus character of military organizations originally refers to the different functional
requirements of armed forces within “cold” and “hot” conditions. Cold phases refer to the
bureaucratic rational administration of armed forces during peace time at home. Whereas
hot conditions describe combat situations and war that in general require the quick and fle-
xible reacting to altered situations (Elbe and Richter, 2012);. Janus was a Roman god who
was portrayed as two-faced symbolizing numerous dualities of creation and destruction,
light and darkness, future and past.
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4.2.1 Utilizing an Inductive, Interpretative Research Approach
to Build Process Theory

As noted earlier, the general research aim of this study originates from the obser-
vation that we need to know more about the cross-level processes and dynamics
inherent in the relation between the local context of an evolving community of
practice and the broader organizational context. In particular, we need to deve-
lop a theory that explicates how and why communities of practice evolve and
how, through cultural as well as leadership mechanisms, they eventually become
embedded within the organizational context over time.

From this stated research purpose the current study’s research design can
be logically derived. First, the above research aim implies an inductive theory-
building approach to answer the study’s research questions. Induction means to
build new or extend existing theory from the bottom-up. In contrast, deductive
research methods usually start with theory; one begins with defining concepts
and variables, moves over to proposing the relations between them and, finally,
tests those hypothesized causal relations through empirical investigations prefera-
bly using quantitative methods (Locke, 2001). In inductive approaches, however,
this logic is reversed as the research process starts with an empirical observation
from which one can derive theoretical explanations. That is, the theory is gene-
rated from empirical investigations compared to hypothetic-deductive models in
which theory is usually tested (Eisenhardt, 1989; Lee, Mitchell, & Sablynski,
1999; Locke, 2001). Consequently, scholars utilize inductive research approaches
when no existing theory adequately explains the how, what, and why of a specific
real-world phenomenon as well as in cases where extant theory is contradictory
or reveals fundamental gaps (Pratt, 2009).

Undeniably, there exists much theory on communities of practice but, so far,
the interrelation between such self-organized, emergent groups with their organi-
zational surroundings is under-theorized and contradictory, as the review of prior
research has shown. Thus, an ex-ante deduction of causal relations with later
empirical verification seems not practicable. In this study I will, therefore, aim
at elaborating a theoretical account that extends work on CoPs rather than super-
seding it. Note, that the term theory herein is mainly understood as mid-range
theory: a theoretical model or framework falling in between the continuum from
minor working assumptions to grand theories such as structuration, contingency,
or transaction cost theories (Burgelman, 2011; Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007).

Although, equalization of deductive research with quantitative and, on the
other hand, inductive with qualitative methods is superficial and incorrect
(Suddaby, 2006), theory generating approaches in general favor qualitative over



4.2 Research Approach and Procedures 89

quantitative techniques (Lee et al., 1999). Moreover, as this study is exploratory
in nature, meaning it tries to uncover the underlying mechanisms of community
emergence and embeddedness within the specific social context of formal orga-
nizational hierarchy, qualitative methods seem most promising because they are
best suited to explicate complex social processes (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007;
Yin, 2009).

Second, the research purpose of this study also implies a specific kind of theo-
retical account; namely, a process theory that explicates the dynamics of CoP
emergence and embeddedness. According to Mohr (1982), there are two types
of theories: variance and process theory. Variance theory, on the one hand, pro-
vides explanations in the form of causal relationships between dependent and
independent variables, whereas process theory offers explanations in the form of
sequences of events, activities, or choices (Langley, 1999; Langley, 2009; Langley
et al., 2013). In more general words, process research investigates “temporally
evolving phenomena” (Langley, 2009, p. 409). The two types of theories are fun-
damentally distinct, while the former studies if and the degree to which change
(i.e., variance) in one variable affects change within another, dependent variable;
process theories uncover how things evolve, emerge, and change over a specific
time span and why they evolve in this particular way (Langley, 1999; van de Ven
& Huber, 1990; Wenzel & Koch, 2018).

Moreover, variance theories usually take the form of causal, variable-based fra-
meworks that are being tested via quantitative methods such as structural equation
modeling, ANOVA, regression, or factor analysis. Meanwhile, process theories
mostly consist of rich stories or statements that narrate the sequence of events,
the succession of activities of who did and said what and when (Langley, 2009;
van de Ven & Poole, 2005; Wenzel & Koch, 2018). van de Ven & Poole (2005)
mention further distinctions between variance and process theory; variance theo-
ries usually strive for decontextualized generalization of causal law-like relations,
whereas process theories focus more on explaining how context-specific patterns
or sequences emerge. That is not to say that generalization does not matter within
process research but, rather, it is more understood in terms of versatility, in the
sense that versatile process explanations can be easily adapted to fit other cases
that may differ (Poole, van de Ven, Dooley, & Holmes, 2000). Methodologi-
cally, variance theory predominantly follows hypothesis testing and deductive
approaches, while process research mostly derives process theory from empiri-
cal observation and, in doing so, leans more towards inductive theory building
(van de Ven & Poole, 2005). Although process research utilizes a mixture of
methodologies, a majority of process studies employ qualitative and ethnographic
approaches to unravel the nuances of processes as they happen in reality (Langley,
1999; Langley et al., 2013; Locke, 2001).
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Central to process research, thus, is that it aims at developing models and
theories that capture the dynamic, patterned sequence of events and activities of
organizational behavior in organizational subsystems. In particular, the discovery
of generative mechanisms that underlay organizational change and adaptation is
at the heart of process research (Dooley & van de Ven, 1999).

Developing process theory is deeply grounded in an ontology that privileges
process over entities. That is, process studies see organizations as constituted
through processes of organizing which are emergent and always in flux (van
de Ven & Poole, 2005; Weick, 1974; Weick, 1979). Such a processual view
corresponds well with practice-oriented approaches and complexity theory. A
complexity theory perspective on organizing brings the processes of emergent
self-organization to the fore and, in doing so, explicitly focuses on unplanned,
emergent, and unfolding activities of individuals within organizational settings
(Stacey, 1995; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). Likewise, practice theories foreground
the ever unfolding nature of organizational phenomena through recurrent practice
(Nicolini & Monteiro, 2016).

Moreover, complexity researchers note that in order to explore the temporal,
interactive, and causally complex mechanisms of emergence, one requires metho-
dologies that uncover rich, dynamic, contextualized data that explains processes
rather than static, decontextualized variables (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). Further,
Marion & Uhl-Bien (2001) point out that complexity theory as a metalens can be
used to guide the researcher’s exploration of social processes within organizations.

Taken together, an inductive, qualitative research methodology that aims at
uncovering the processual dynamics of CoP emergence and embeddedness is
in harmony with the epistemologies of a practice lens and complexity theory,
employed in the current study.

Thus far, I have established that the specific research purpose of this study
hints at an inductive approach from which to build process theory about the
mechanisms inherent within the embeddedness of CoPs within the formal orga-
nizational hierarchy. As has been pointed out above, such a form of inquiry also
favors qualitative research methods that allow for the generation and interpreta-
tion of rich, contextualized data sets obtained from real-world settings. Yet, there
are a plethora of different qualitative methods such as ethnography, naturalistic
inquiry, phenomenology, or case studies in addition to an abundance of diverse
recipes and instructions for qualitative case-based research that stem from dif-
ferent paradigms (Burawoy, 1991; Eisenhardt, 1989; Gioia et al., 2013; Glaser
& Strauss, 1967; Miles & Huberman, 1994; Yin, 2009).
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For instance, Locke (2001) distinguishes between modernist and interpretative
paradigms, each associated with different qualitative methodologies. The moder-
nist or positivist worldview assumes an objective world that exists as a knowable
observable reality which is driven by universal laws of cause and effect (Guba &
Lincoln, 1994). This world is investigated mainly via conceptual frameworks con-
sisting of a priori derived hypotheses that are tested against the observed reality
(Locke, 2001). Qualitative methods following a modernist stance, for example,
are techniques such as content analysis (Carley, 1990) in which qualitative data
(e.g., text) gathered via fieldwork is analyzed by developing frequency counts of
conceptual categories occurring in the data (i.e., word counting) which, in turn,
enables quantitative testing of ex-ante propositions (similar to variance theory
mentioned above) (Locke, 2001; Suddaby, 2006).

The interpretative paradigm (which is similar to a constructivist understan-
ding), in contrast, assumes a subjective reality and, therefore, proponents of this
worldview are mainly interested in: “understanding the complex world of lived
experience from the point of view of those who live it” (Schwandt, 1994, p. 221).
That is to say, reality is not an observable given but, rather, a mental construction
among social actors that share history, experience, and communication within a
specific local context (Guba & Lincoln, 1994; Locke, 2001). Interpretative rese-
arch, therefore, is interested in how actors give meaning to events and objects
surrounding them and how they change their behavior in light of these meanings.
That is, meanings inform and guide action.

Moreover, such meanings arise from social interaction and communication
among individuals (Locke, 2001). In order to uncover this socially constructed
reality, interpretative research takes the emic point of view, stating that resear-
chers have to participate in the social world in order to understand how actors
make sense and construct their shared reality. Only then they can give their inter-
pretation of the meaning system of the actors they have studied and reveal the
social processes in the setting (Schwandt, 1994). Therefore, scholars employ eth-
nographic methods to take the point of view of a group of organization members
or engage in participant observation resulting in detailed descriptions of social
activities, processes, and interactions that foreground the informants’ interpretati-
ons (Gioia et al., 2013; Locke, 2001). From this deep examination of the studied
situation, interpretative frameworks or models should emerge that entail the rese-
archer’s interpretation of the social actors’ meaning systems (Miles & Huberman,
1994). The interpretative paradigm is reflected mostly in grounded theory building
approaches originally put forth by Glaser & Strauss (1967) and more recently
refined by Gioia et al. (2013).
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Against this backdrop, it follows that I have to situate the current study within
the interpretative paradigm because, as pointed out above, the research purpose
implies inductive theory building in contrast to a more modernist hypothesis tes-
ting approach. Thus, the research method of this study follows an interpretative,
grounded theory building approach (Gioia et al., 2013; Glaser & Strauss, 1967)
to generate process theory on the embeddedness of CoPs.

According, to Langley (1999) grounded theory is an appropriate method to
generate process theory that incorporates the interpretations of micro-level actors
living through the same activities and events. An interpretative research approach
should thus correspond well with the overall aim of developing a model that
explains the processes and dynamics between the local context of a commu-
nity and its broader organizational ambiance. Moreover, as the literature review
has already demonstrated, the community of practice notion is initially rooted
in a constructivist worldview (Jarzabkowski, 2004) as it is primarily about the
collective, social processes of sensemaking and negotiation of meaning among
people who come together to fix their practice dilemmas (Brown & Duguid,
1991; Wenger, 1998). Likewise, a complexity lens emphasizes how networked
agents construct their schemas (Anderson, 1999; Stacey, 1996). Thus, these noti-
ons recognize the socially constructed nature of reality and the ongoing processes
of meaning-making. One of the particular mechanisms of interest in this study is
how these local meanings relate to the broader organizational culture of formal
hierarchy. Therefore, an interpretative approach that uncovers such perspectives
and believes from the members’ points of view seems especially helpful (Yanow,
2000).

Unsurprisingly, there is no single approach to grounded theory but a mul-
titude of nuanced methodologies (Corbin & Strauss, 1990; Glaser & Strauss,
1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1994) accompanied with a discussion among scholars
about what constitutes good grounded theory research (Locke, 1996; Pratt, 2009;
Suddaby, 2006). Originally the methodology of grounded theory was developed
by Glaser & Strauss (1967) as a critique of the extreme positivism that, at the
time, was prevalent in most of the social sciences. In particular, they rejected the
assumption that the purpose of social sciences is to test pre-existing explanations
of social behavior. In contrast, they propose that empirical reality is the ongoing
interpretation of meaning produced by the people involved in a research project
(Suddaby, 2006). Hence, Glaser & Strauss (1967) suggest, with their grounded
theory methodology, to inductively generate theory from data that has been sys-
tematically gathered and analyzed. That is, the theory should emerge from the
substantive area under investigation and thus be grounded in the words and actions
of those individuals under investigation. Following on from this is that grounded
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theory has two related meanings: on the one hand it describes a methodologi-
cal strategy for gathering and analyzing data and, on the other, it refers to the
outcome of this process, meaning the theoretical account that has been produced
(Charmaz, 2006).

According to Gioia et al. (2013), such an interpretative, grounded theory buil-
ding approach rests on two main assumptions: first, informants are assumed to
be knowledgeable agents, in the sense that they are capable of expressing their
thoughts and know what they are trying to accomplish. Consequently, researchers
must pay close attention to not impose prior constructs or theories on the indivi-
duals under study as an ex-ante explanation of their experience but, instead, report
the informant’s unfiltered interpretations. Secondly, researchers are also expected
to be knowledgeable, meaning they can surface concepts and relationships within
the data and can translate them into theoretically relevant terms. This means,
grounded theory is not simply about a pure description of the events and activi-
ties one was able to observe but, rather, fundamentally involves abstracting the
empirical data towards a theoretical level, so that the logic behind the observed is
revealed and theorized and, in doing so, can speak to similar occurrences in other
contexts (Locke, 2001; Suddaby, 2006).

Thus, the tenet of conducting grounded theory research is close contact with
the phenomena under study to gain an understanding of the social context and
uncover how people in this setting construct their meaning systems and take action
upon them (Pettigrew, 1979; van Maanen, 1979). That is, grounded theory in some
interpretations (Gioia et al., 2013; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) suggests taking a
more emic approach in the sense of “get in there and get our hands dirty” (Gioia
et al., 2013, p. 19). That is, the researcher gains knowledge about a particular
local setting from the inside by taking the insiders’ perspective which should
enable him to reconstruct how people feel about and interpret their situation (van
Maanen, 1979).

As three of the four members of the research team—myself included—are or
were officers of the armed forces with 8 to 13 years of experience in the rank
of captain, we certainly took an insider approach to our study of communities of
practice within the armed forces. This insider perspective enabled us to interpret
informants’ statements about their values, norms, and shared beliefs, even when
we had no particular experience of the actual practice area under investigation
(e.g., blasting or TDL management). The main problem of such an ethnographic
approach is to take over the informants’ interpretative view completely; therefore,
an outsider perspective is also required to abstract the informants’ language into
more theoretical terms (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991). Our doctoral adviser held this
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role throughout the research project. Also, we deliberately tried to switch between
the insider and objective outsider perspective when interpreting our data.

On the other hand, grounded theory rests on the rejection of a priori theorizing
in order to give enough room for the discovery of new insights and concepts
(Gioia et al., 2013; Locke, 2001). In particular, this point of not going in the
field with preconceptions has been up for debate among qualitative researchers in
general and also among the methods founders. For instance, purists of grounded
theory demand to ignore the existing literature and theory and only focus on the
area under study: “there is a need not to review any literature in the substantive
area under study” (Glaser, 1992, p. 31). Only then should the opportunity for
real discovery of newness be given. However, Corbin & Strauss (1990) more
realistically concede to researchers the knowledge about prior theory and personal
as well as professional experience in a chosen field which helps them to gain
insights into the data.

In the current study, I lean more towards the latter view as the purpose was,
from the very beginning of the research project, to investigate informal and self-
organizing groups within a formal organizational context. Thus, we as a research
team had some prior knowledge about communities of practice and our search for
interesting areas to study was in some way guided by the interest to understand
the interplay between formal organization and CoPs.

The actual procedure of constructing grounded theory entails two mainstays:
constant comparison and theoretical sampling (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). Put into
simple terms, this means that researchers should continuously compare the cate-
gories that arise from the data which leads to further categories. These categories,
in turn, lead to further data collection to specify these emergent themes (Locke,
1996; Suddaby, 2006). Hence, data collection and data analysis should occur
simultaneously so that the emerging theoretical insights determine the search for
further empirical instances until additional occurrences no longer add to the under-
standing of the phenomena of interest (Burgelman, 2011). That is to say, data
collection, coding, interpretation, and comparison with extant work is recursively
intertwined and often overlaps (Locke, 1996).

As the last point indicates this also means that once the analytical core of
the emergent theory has taken shape from the data, researchers should consult
prior work to find linkages to existing notions, establish meaningful differences,
and look for areas for possible contributions (Burgelman, 2011). Some refer to
this as the shift from induction to abduction as the researcher now considers data
and existing theory simultaneously (Gioia et al., 2013; Suddaby, 2006). Strauss
& Corbin note in this context that grounded theory requires “an interplay between
induction and deduction (as in all science)” (1990, p. 137). As I have repeatedly
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pointed out earlier, I also made this analytical shift as I recurrently interpreted
and made sense of the data which ultimately yielded in applying a mixture of
practice-oriented approaches with complexity theory to my findings.

Because of this recursive and messy nature of grounded theory building, it is
even more important to give readers of qualitative research a thorough impression
of how one came to one’s conclusions (Gioia et al., 2013; Pratt, 2009; Suddaby,
2006). In the following sections, I will, therefore, provide a detailed report on
how we collected the data for this study and how I analyzed it and, in doing so,
systematically outline how the emergent process theory of this study is grounded
in the empirical data.

4.2.2 Data Collection

In the previous section, I provided the rationale behind the interpretative theory
building approach of this study. In the next two sections, I will outline how I con-
ducted the qualitative research beginning with the data collection. As has been
mentioned before, grounded theory development is an inherently recursive pro-
cess. For the sake of readability, however, I introduce the steps here in an ordered,
sequential manner.

In the first phase of our research project, beginning in late 2013, we intro-
duced the study’s overall aim and scope at the upper hierarchical levels in all
different military services in order to receive hints of where to find community-
like networks. Such high-level meetings granted us access to the lower levels
of the respective branch. Moreover, these conversations enabled us to identify
promising practice areas for further investigations. Once we identified possible
communities of practice, we visited the respective locations and began our actual
fieldwork. Consequently, we gathered a large part of our qualitative data within
several communities during a second phase of the project from early 2014 to
2017. More specifically, we were able to gather data from different sources, as is
often the case in qualitative, interpretative research. In particular, we conducted
interviews, gathered archival data, and engaged in participant observations, which
allowed us to triangulate our emerging insights across different data sources (Yin,
2009). Below, I will describe how we obtained the data and how this helped us
to gain an understanding of the three communities under study.

Interview data. We collected data via 41 semi-structured interviews with 36
community members from the three communities of practice (see also Table 4.1).
In each of the three communities, we first interviewed the most active and experi-
enced members of the group to gain an initial understanding of the practice areas
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at hand. These experts were often recommended to us as knowledgeable infor-
mants during initial conversations with the respective area’s commanders. For
example, Christian, one of the founders of what we refer to as the Chief Blaster
Community, had over 35 years of experience within the army’s engineer service
and was responsible for several initiatives in the military blasting domain such as
the chief blaster training course. Hence, we conducted 12 initial interviews using
the elite sampling technique (Yin, 2009). After each conversation with such a core
member, we asked the informant which of their comrades might have additional
insights on the group. In this way, we elicited further informants in each com-
munity using purposeful sampling, in the sense that these individuals provided us
with an excellent opportunity to learn more about the specific community and its
practices (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

The interview guide initially had four broad sections: the respondent’s official
background and post and his/her relationships with the community; the history
of the community and conditions of its emergence; the internal community work
and coordination processes; and, finally, the respondent’s motives to participate
in informal activities. After this first round of interviews, we began to transcribe
the data verbatim. As I analyzed the first transcripts, several interesting themes
emerged from the data. For instance, it became apparent that members gene-
rated new resources and pushed initiatives forward that would enable them to
fulfill their official jobs and missions in more efficient ways. Moreover, themes
emerged indicating that these community members were also shaping their own
informal cultures that, in part, deviated from traditional military norms and values.
Also, categories emerged giving insights into how members and formal superiors
interacted with each other, suggesting a shared construction of meaning among
community members and superiors, which is rather surprising for military hierar-
chies. Based on these preliminary findings we started to concentrate our inquiries
more on this interplay between informal cultures of a CoP and broader organiza-
tional culture and the interaction between members and formal leadership. That
is, the emergent insights and interpretations of the data determined the further
data collection (i.e., theoretical sampling) (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Locke, 1996;
Suddaby, 2006). Hence, we conducted a second round of interviews in which
we revisited some of the key informants in each CoP for follow-up interviews
and again asked for further possible interviewees. The interview questions, by
now, were more focused on the emergent themes and categories. For example, we
asked how members would describe their relationship with their leaders and how
superiors would influence community activities.

Overall, our sample involves 36 interview participants ranging from staff ser-
geant to general with seven or more years of tenure in the FAF. The majority
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of community members either held the rank of captain or major among officers
or master sergeant or sergeant major among noncommissioned officers (NCOs).
The rank structure indicates that the investigated communities comprise of more
experienced soldiers and experts, who potentially have greater autonomy in their
positions. Because the three communities were either located within the Army
or Navy, the sample predominantly contains soldiers from these branches in
addition to three soldiers from allied forces. Except for three informants, the
informants were male. In general, the sample included active soldiers (33) and
civilian employees (3) between the ages of 25-61 years. For more information
see also Table 4.1.

Table 4.1 Overview of informants

Informant | Name Community | Tenure | Age # Sampling
Interviews | technique
1 CHRISTOPHER | CAC 19 45 2 Elite
2 DENNIS CAC 25 49 2 Elite
3 KEVIN CAC 13 34 2 Elite
4 MARC CAC 19 391 Elite
5 BERND CAC 26 43 1 Purposeful
6 PETER CAC 15 39 1 Purposeful
7 GEORG CAC 20 51 1 Purposeful
8 MARY CAC 9 29 1 Purposeful
9 CHRIS CAC 26 55 1 Purposeful
10 MATT CAC 16 45 1 Purposeful
11 JOE CAC 30 55 1 Purposeful
12 PIERRE CAC 18 40 1 Purposeful
13 LUIS CAC 15 39 1 Purposeful
14 DANIEL CAC 21 43 1 Purposeful
15 LILLY CAC 12 41 1 Purposeful
16 GABY CAC 10 45 1 Purposeful
17 WILL CAC 25 55 1 Purposeful
18 ANDREAS CAC 26 55 1 Purposeful
19 BILL CAC 30 61 1 Purposeful
20 ROBERT CAC 35 59 1 Purposeful

(continued)
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Table 4.1 (continued)

Informant | Name Community | Tenure | Age # Sampling
Interviews | technique

21 FRANK TDLC 18 36 1 Elite

22 LUKAS TDLC 18 38 1 Elite

23 ANDI TDLC 30 53 1 Elite

24 VIKTOR TDLC 4 25 1 Purposeful

25 OTTO TDLC 20 43 1 Purposeful

26 MARTIN TDLC 17 36 1 Purposeful

27 PAUL TDLC 7 29 1 Purposeful

28 FRED TDLC 9 28 1 Purposeful

29 CLAAS TDLC 20 38 1 Purposeful

30 JACOB TDLC 25 44 1 Purposeful

31 LARS TDLC 13 37 1 Purposeful

32 CHRISTIAN CBC 35 61 2 Elite

33 BOB CBC 17 46 2 Elite

34 KARL CBC 15 34 1 Purposeful

35 NICK CBC 13 33 1 Purposeful

36 HENRY CBC 28 56 1 Purposeful

? 1941 | @ 42,17 | Y 41

Also, we conducted countless informal conversations with community mem-
bers and their formal superiors. These discussions, for example, occurred while
one member of the research team participated at the Coping with Culture Con-
ference from the Cultural Advisory Community or during our visits to the
informants’ units, where the commanding officer regularly welcomed us. These
talks involved broad discussions on the armed forces and the respective unit or
department, the general state of the organization, as well as present organizatio-
nal changes and challenges. After each session had ended, we wrote field notes
from our experiences (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2001). In sum, these informal
conversations gave us additional contextual insights.

Archival Data. In addition to interviews, we gathered further insights by ana-
lyzing archival materials. In general, archival data can be helpful as it offers the
researcher a running history of the organization, usually in the form of internal
documentation and emails (Sonenshein, 2014). In my particular case, I was able
to sight many openly available publications specific to military culture and the
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armed forces in general. These include mostly handbooks on military organiza-
tions, experience reports from active and former soldiers, official strategy papers
of the armed forces such as White Papers but also internal documents like regula-
tions and field manuals. In total, I gathered and analyzed 96 documents (see also
Table 4.2). Thus, I sighted scientific articles such as ethnographies conducted in
missions abroad or reports from past studies by the Center for Military History
and Social Sciences involving a broad array of topics such as leadership, missions
abroad, or military cultures.

Table 4.2 Overview of archival data

Document | Description Author® Author

Number Background

01 Scientific article on military | Tomforde (2010) scientific
culture

02 Scientific article on Tomforde (2009) scientific
intercultural competence

03 Scientific article on military | Tomforde (2015) scientific
culture

04 Scientific article on Tomforde (2008) scientific
intercultural competence

05 Scientific article on military | Hellmann (2015) scientific
leadership

06 Scientific article on military | Ohm (2010) scientific
culture

07 Scientific article on Leonhard & Biehl (2012) | scientific
soldiership

08 Scientific article on mission | Tomforde (2006) scientific
cultures

09 Scientific article on military | Tomforde (2016) scientific
ethnology

10 Scientific article on military | Apelt (2006) scientific
socialization

11 Scientific article on military | Hagen & Tomforde (2012) | scientific
culture

12 Scientific article on military | Seiffert (2012) scientific

missions abroad

(continued)
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Table 4.2 (continued)

Document | Description Author® Author

Number Background

13 Scientific article on military | Biehl (2010) scientific
cohesion

14 Scientific article on Klein (2006) scientific
soldiership

15 Scientific article on Elbe (2006) scientific
soldiership

16 Scientific article on military | Gareis, Haltiner & Klein | scientific
organizations (2006)

17 Scientific article on military | Seiffert (2015) scientific
missions abroad

18 Scientific article on Leonhard (2018) scientific
soldiership

19 Scientific article on military | Huber & Eggenhofer scientific
change (2005)

20 Scientific article on military | Kozica (2014) scientific
leadership

21 Scientific article on military | Apelt (2012) scientific
organizations

22 Scientific article on military | Haltiner (2006) scientific
tasks

23 Scientific article on soldierly | Libero (2012) scientific
identities

24 Scientific article on soldierly | Warburg (2010) scientific
identities

25 Scientific article on military | Bredow (2010) scientific
change

26 Scientific article on military | Wiesendahl (2014) scientific
leadership

27 Empirical study on ISAF Seiffert (2016) scientific
mission

28 Scientific article on Berns & Wohrle (2006) scientific

intercultural conflict
management

(continued)
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Table 4.2 (continued)
Document | Description Author® Author
Number Background
29 Scientific article on Keller & Tomforde (2007) | scientific
intercultural competence in
the FAF
30 Scientific article on Langner (2012) scientific
intercultural competence in
the FAF
31 Scientific article on Heiberg (1991) scientific
intercultural competence
32 Book on military psychology | Matthews (2014) scientific
33 Scientific article on military | Keller (2012) scientific
leadership
34 Scientific article on military | Hamann (2009) scientific
change
35 Article on data link Riitzel (2009) scientific
transmissions
36 Article on data link Griitzner (2007) scientific
transmissions
37 Atrticle on data link Ebert (2007) scientific
transmissions
38 Article on military Collmer (2007) scientific
transformation
39 Article on missions abroad Bredow (2015) scientific
40 Article on missions abroad Gareis (20006) scientific
41 Soldiers Act BMVg (1956) military
42 Defense policy doctrine BMvg (2003) military
43 Conception of the Federal BMVg (2004) military
Armed Forces
44 White paper on military BMVg (2006) military
strategy
45 Information material of the | BMVg (2014) military
army
46 Leadership manual of the BMVg (2008) Military

Federal Armed Forces

(continued)
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Table 4.2 (continued)

Document | Description Author® Author

Number Background

47 Regulation on soldierly BMVg (2015) military
appearance

48 White paper on military BMVg (2016) military
strategy

49 Practitioner article on Weigt (2014) Military
military leadership

50 Practitioner article on Bach & Sauer (2016) military
military leadership

51 Practitioner article on Haupt (2014) military
military leadership

52 Practitioner article on Beck (2016) military
military leadership

53 Practitioner article on Glatz (2016) military
military leadership

54 Practitioner article on Schneider (2016) military
military planning

55 Practitioner article on Weigt (2016) military
military leadership

56 Practitioner article on Sauer (2016) military
military leadership

57 Practitioner article on Sembretzki (2016) military
leadership in combat

58 Field manual of the army Heeresamt (1955) military

59 Practitioner article on Lohmann (2014) military
intercultural competence

60 Practitioner article on Ullrich (2011) military
intercultural competence

61 Practitioner article on Ullrich (2012) military
intercultural competence

62 Practitioner article on Ullrich (2014) military

intercultural competence

(continued)
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Table 4.2 (continued)

Document | Description Author® Author

Number Background

63 Practitioner article on Ullrich (2016) military
intercultural competence

64 Practitioner article on Tappe (2015) military
intercultural competence

65 Practitioner report on ISAF | Schwitalla (2010) military
mission

66 Practitioner report on Carstens (2014) military
military leadership in
missions

67 Practitioner report on Blumroder (2014) military
military leadership in
missions

68 Field report of an NCO Schultze (2016) military

69 Practitioner article on Schneiderhan (2016) military
military leadership culture

70 Practitioner article on Nichting (2016) military
military leadership

71 Practitioner report on the Halsholzner & Lankes military
chief blaster exercise (2014)

72 Practitioner report on the Gwerder (2010) military
chief blaster seminar

73 Report on the chief blaster | Nagels (2015) military
training

74 Internet report on chief Tiedke (2018) military
blasters

75 Internet report on chief Tiedke (2018) military
blasters

76 Overview of the history of military
engineer troop

77 Exercise report on engineer | Staller (2014) military
training

78 Internet film on chief blaster | Bw Tv military

training

(continued)
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Table 4.2 (continued)

Document | Description Author® Author

Number Background

79 Article on tactical data link | Hardthéhen Kurier (2011) | military
exercise

80 Blog post on tactical data Deutsche Marine (2016) military
link exercise

81 Experience report on Wietling (2010) military
missions abroad

82 Practitioner article on Sauer (2011) military
military leadership

83 Practitioner article on Senger (2011) military
military leadership

84 Practitioner article on Gorski (2011) military
military leadership

85 Practitioner article on Beck & Singer (2011) military
military culture

86 Field report of a battalion Grohmann (2011) military
commander

87 Field report of a company Andritzky (2011) military
commander

88 Practitioner article on Trautvetter (2011) military
military leadership

89 Strategy paper of the Federal | BMVg (2013) military
Armed Forces

90 Informational material on rk marine (2018) military
navy frigates

91 Newspaper article on Lowenstein (2010) political
partnering

92 Newspaper article on Gebauer (2010) political
partnering

93 Newspaper article on Koelbl (2011) political
missions abroad

94 Official report of the Bundestag (2016) political
parliamentary ombudsman

95 Official report of the Bundestag (2015) political

parliamentary ombudsman

96 Newspaper article on Demmer (2011) political
military bureaucracy

4Full references are listed in archival data inventory
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The archival data also contained many experience reports from higher officers
(i.e., generals) in which they provide their perspective on military leadership, the
future of the armed forces, and their mission experiences. This data enabled me
to compare the emergent insights from the interviews—especially leadership and
culturally related categories—and also caused me to reflect on my interpretations
of military virtues and leadership practices from my experiences as an officer.
Additionally, archival materials were helpful in retracing the communities’ history
of emergence by offering historical overviews for the specific practice areas under
study (i.e., the history of different tactical data links). Overall, these documents
helped me to develop a better understanding of the particular communities of
practice and enabled me to triangulate the emergent themes from interviews and
observations. I provide a list of all archival materials in the archival data inventory
in the appendix of this study.

Observational data. In addition to interviews and archival materials, we also
observed community meetings and workshops besides getting invited by some
informants to observe their actual workplaces. For example, we were able to visit
a frigate, where we received an in-depth briefing about several workstations and
work practices within the combat information center on board, which afforded
us the opportunity to get a feel for the complicated tasks of data link operators.
Additionally, we engaged in direct observations of two of the three communities
under study. In particular, we were able to observe two exercises of the data link
experts, giving us an opportunity to see how the community members collectively
fixed problems during live missions and how they engaged with each other. Besi-
des, we participated at two conferences on intercultural competencies planned and
managed from Cultural Advisory Community members, where we observed their
discussions in several workshops and sessions. Throughout each observation, we
took extensive field notes that enriched our overall understanding of the particular
context, enabling us to triangulate our findings (Emerson et al., 2001). For exam-
ple, we were able to observe practices of open collaboration involving mutual
respect and unimportance of military rank among community members along the
tactical data link exercise.

In summary, the three data sources offered us deep insights into the three
communities of practice and their organizational surroundings from which to build
process theory. We collected data in each community until we reached the point
of theoretical saturation, meaning that no further insights on the community and
the themes would emerge from additional informants (Strauss & Corbin, 1990;
Suddaby, 2006).
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4.2.3 Data Analysis

As I mentioned before, data analysis and data collection coincide in interpretative
research, because interpretations of the data guide further inquiries. In this study,
therefore, I recurrently switched between data interpretation, literature reading,
and further data collection. In addition, this intellectual journey of data collec-
tion, analysis, and literature reading equally comprised to fathom the employed
methodology of interpretative theory building.

In general, a broad array of articles and handbooks suggest different approa-
ches to the analysis of qualitative datasets (Burawoy, 1991; Eisenhardt, 1989;
Miles & Huberman, 1994). These recommendations describe different pathways
of how one gets from raw data to theoretical categories and concepts. Even the
founders of grounded theory development discuss different techniques in this
context (Locke, 1996). For example, Strauss & Corbin (1990) recommend a for-
malized coding hierarchy of open coding (finding first categories), axial coding
(finding relationships among categories), and selective coding (validate the rela-
tionships) coupled with different sampling techniques, while Glaser (1992) only
refers to open and selective coding and bemoans the concept verifying character
of Strauss & Corbin’s analytical process (Locke, 1996). Despite these differences,
the ultimate goal of coding qualitative data in interpretative research is always
to either find a core category or construct a framework or grounded model that
emerges from the raw data, accounts for the action one was able to observe,
and organizes and integrates the conceptual categories (Gioia et al., 2013; Locke,
2001).

Subsequently, I will outline how I went about constructing the grounded
theory that explicates community emergence and embeddedness from the data
that we gathered. The analytical process of the current study, thereby in most
parts, follows the recommendations for analyzing qualitative data from the “Gioia
Methodology” that was developed in the work of Danny Gioia and Kevin Corley,
who refined the ideas from Glaser & Strauss into a coherent approach for con-
ducting interpretative research (Corley & Gioia, 2004; Gioia et al., 2013; Gioia
& Chittipeddi, 1991; Gioia, Schultz, & Corley, 2000; Nag et al., 2007). This
methodology offers a structured procedure for integrating informants’ experiences
and the researcher’s interpretations into a grounded framework or model (Gioia
et al., 2013).

The analytical process started as soon as we obtained the first data from the
field in the form of interviews and observations. We initially started screening our
materials to gain a first understanding of each community of practice. That is, we
discussed the different practices such as military blasting or intercultural advisory
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that we were able to investigate and shared our experiences from the fieldwork
because we did not conduct every interview or field trip together as a team of four.
From these discussions, we wrote up first vignettes for each practice that entailed
brief descriptions of the respective practice’s history and social relationships that
formed around it. These memos gave us a first feel for the respective area under
study and guided our further data collection efforts. Thus, we decided, based on
these first impressions, where we should intensify our research activities, which
informants to contact, or what events to attend. We refined the vignettes as our
research went along and they recurrently informed subsequent discussions among
us about the phenomena under study.

As we gathered increasingly more data, each of us started coding the mate-
rial with his interest and research question in mind. For example, my interest
was, from the very beginning, the interplay between informal CoP and formal
hierarchy, whereas other members of the research team were more interested in
the knowledge sharing processes unfolding in these communities or inquired on
how these CoPs drive the dynamic capabilities of the organizations (Andresen,
Schulte, & Koller, 2019; Kreutzmann, Koller, Andresen, & Schulte, 2016).

The coding procedure began with a first-order analysis of the data which is
similar to an open coding approach recommended by Strauss & Corbin (1990).
Thus, I selected first statements in the data by using sentences and paragraphs
as a coding unit (Corley & Gioia, 2004) and categorized similar statements into
themes, labeling them whenever possible using the informants’ own language or
related terms, thereby capturing their level of meaning (van Maanen, 1979). This
yielded a plethora of tentative categories or first-order themes that describe mem-
bers’ activities and specific events; simultaneously, they reflect informants own
interpretations of these situations, developments, and actions. These first-order
themes emerged around the broad questions from our initial interview guide such
as the history of the respective practice area (i. e., domain) and how members
made sense and interpreted their practice. As I allowed for further themes to
surface from the data, I identified codes indicating several dynamics and interac-
tions between community members and their formal organizational context. For
example, informants recurrently described how they started several initiatives and
programs that, over time, grew into resources like specialized training courses,
equipment parts, annual exercises, or official handbooks. Moreover, informants
repeatedly expressed the importance of overarching military values but also voi-
ced several social practices that seemed at odds with military cultures and customs
such as the unimportance of rank within the communities.

The emergence of the first-order themes caused us to refine the initial interview
guide and focus the data collection more towards these issues. Simultaneously, I
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consulted the literature and started to read extant research, being more attentive
to the dynamics of emergence as well as cultural and leadership mechanisms
within complex organizations to find prior explanations that would inform my
interpretations. This recursive process also included following up on reviewer
recommendations and suggestions from colleagues at conferences where we pre-
sented earlier versions of this study. In particular, several fellow researchers at the
Annual Meeting of the Academy of Management and conferences of the Strate-
gic Management Society pointed us towards complexity theory explanations for
our findings. Taken together, this prompted me to extensively study prior rese-
arch on cultural practices and resources (Feldman, 2004; Feldman & Worline,
2012; Giorgi, Lockwood, & Glynn, 2015; Howard-Grenville et al., 2011; Swidler,
1986; Swidler, 2001b), emergent self-organization in complex systems (Ander-
son, 1999; Lichtenstein, 2000), and leadership of informal, adaptive networks
(Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009; Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007;
Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). With an improved understanding of the data at hand,
I recoded the material distinguishing between themes that speak to the process
of emergence, cultural dynamics or categories that describe the relation between
community members and formal superiors.

Concurrently, I conducted a second-order analysis (Gioia et al., 2013) invol-
ving coaxial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990), which means that I examined the
relationships within the data by comparing first-order codes, searching for simila-
rities and differences between them, and finally assembling them into higher-order
categories. This reduced the number of categories drastically. For example, I
ascribed first-order themes such as “being a good soldier”, “conscientiousness
in task fulfillment”, and “self-initiative” under the category “internalized norms
on military duty” as they all illustrate behavioral expectations that the informants
learned throughout their time in the service. Second-order themes are thus more
abstract and reflect more of my—the researcher’s—interpretation of the data at
hand. Again, this coding work was followed by further data collection where the
focus was increasingly on these more theoretical categories and the relationships
between them. For instance, at this point, archival materials came more into play
as I consulted prior studies on practices emerging within missions abroad to com-
pare my findings. I switched between coding and data collection to the point
of theoretical saturation, meaning that no additional first-order codes that would
refine the second-order themes would arise from continued exploration (Glaser
& Strauss, 1967).

A final step during this analytical process was that I tried to further distill the
second-order themes into even more overarching theoretical dimensions that help
to explain the processes or dynamics I observed. That is, similar second-order
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categories were grouped under the same theoretical or “aggregate dimensions”
(Gioia et al., 2013). In keeping with the above example, I introduced the theoreti-
cal dimension of “learned cultural repertoire” consisting of the two second-order
categories of “internalized norms on organizational behavior” and “internalized
norms on military duty”.

According to Gioia et al.(2013) first-order themes, second-order themes, and
aggregate dimension together build the basis for constructing the so-called data
structure—a visual aid that helps researchers representing how they progressed
from raw data and informants’ claims towards themes and conceptual categories.
I will display the data structures at the beginning of each findings section so that
the reader can follow my interpretations and see the data-to-theory connections.

The data structure not only gives readers a visualization of the actual data but,
more importantly, also lays the groundwork for the grounded theory or grounded
model as the outcome of the research process. That is, a final step in the ana-
Iytical process of this study was to build an inductive model that explains the
processes and dynamics of community emergence and embeddedness within the
formal organizational hierarchy of the FAF. The grounded model thereby contains
all aggregate, theoretical dimensions that emerged during the data analysis stage
and integrates them into a coherent framework by making the relational dynamics
between them transparent (Gioia et al., 2013). To put it differently, the grounded
model depicts the inductive generated process theory of this study. The proces-
sual nature of this model also becomes apparent when looking at the theoretical
dimensions that make up the model and predominantly contain the gerund form
(“~ing”), indicating activities, practices, and dynamics, instead of static states or
entities (Patvardhan, Gioia, & Hamilton, 2015; Wenzel & Koch, 2018).

On a final note in this section, I would like to point out the measures I took
to ensure a rigorous research approach. First, as mentioned before, I iteratively
cycled through the analytical steps; that is, I constantly moved between literature,
the developing grounded model, and the actual data, making repeated refinements
throughout this process (Sonenshein, 2014). Second, although each researcher
in our team had his agenda and coded the data for himself, we nonetheless,
almost daily, discussed our emergent themes and categories and how to make
sense of them. Overall, agreement was rather strong, although the instances in
which disagreement occurred forced me to rethink and modify the data struc-
ture (Nag et al., 2007). Third, to increase the trustworthiness, I also discussed the
emerging patterns in the data with colleagues from our department not included in
this particular research project. This led to critical questions, discussions and, sub-
sequently, additional modification in the grounded model (Corley & Gioia, 2004).
Moreover, several friendly reviewers, who commented on papers that capture parts
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of this dissertation, validated my interpretations but also pointed out weak spots
in my rationale. Fourth and finally, I was encouraged to refine the data structures
and the inductive models in the aftermath of academic conferences, where we
presented preliminary drafts of this research.
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This informal community emerges from necessity and
from these informal interactions some semi-formal
structures evolve and some part of these semi-formal
structures eventually will obtain formal character.

Informant of the Chief Blaster Community

Below, I will present the findings of this study in three main parts. The first
unpacks how changes of environmental conditions shaped the context for the
formation of communities of practice in the armed forces. Further, it presents
how individuals across units and departments experience these external pressu-
res and collectively start to resource new activities, knowledge, and professional
connections. In doing so, I explicate the emergence of the three studied communi-
ties of practice as collective responses to an increased environmental complexity.
The second part concentrates on culture as an organization-internal contextual
feature. More specifically, it unpacks how community members experience their
cultural surroundings within the armed forces and how they resource new cultu-
ral practices that ultimately enable their collaborative praxis. Thereby, I explain
the interplay between organizational culture and the emergence of new practi-
ces in communities as both at the same time changing and stable. The third part
uncovers how formal leaders engage with community members and how they
simultaneously shape the atmosphere for community emergence and transforma-
tion of emergent outcomes. Concurrently, I outline an approach for leadership on
the interface between the formal organizational hierarchy and emerging communi-
ties that recognizes the self-organizing nature of CoPs. Together, these three parts
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build the basis for the comprehensive, grounded, cross-level model that illustra-
tes the dynamic interrelations between communities of practice with the broader
context of the formal hierarchy.

Illustrating such a model usually depicts the last step in grounded theory deve-
lopment. However, I will present fragments of the model within each section to
develop the main components of the framework individually. By this means, I
give early structure to the findings’ narrative and successively build the study’s
grounded model. In general, I follow best practices for presenting qualitative data
by relying on a thick description of each community of practice and its particular
context and their members’ actions. Further, I provide a detailed account of the
study’s data by incorporating informants’ quotes into the narrative and, where fea-
sible, include archival data to support my interpretation and the grounded model
(Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007).

5.1 Findings Part 1: Changes, Needs, and Community
Emergence

This section starts with the description of how in numerous practice areas the
organizational environment profoundly changed, leading to an increasingly com-
plex setting for duty. After this illustration, I proceed with describing how
organizational members engaging in these practices experienced needs related to
this increased complexity, which caused them to react to these altered conditions
by leaving formal avenues and resource new activities, connections, and know-
ledge in evolving communities of practice. I outline these processes for each of
the three studied communities. I do this by providing detailed examples from all
three communities in each subsection. Figure 5.1 pertains the structuring of the
data related to this first part of the findings. It displays a description of informant
codes and researcher-induced second-order themes that are in conclusion reduced
to overarching theoretical dimensions. Table 5.1 portrays additional first-order
data to support the narrative.
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5 Findings

Table 5.1 Representative quotes underlying first-order themes (Findings part 1.1)*

Increased complexity

Environmental
changes and
dynamics

Tactical Data Link Community

Paul: “The whole domain of TDLs just has become an increasingly
complex area of expertise.”

Chief Blaster Community

Christian: “And in today’s peace-keeping missions we need other
techniques than the old, traditional destruction blasting. It has to be
more precise without much collateral damage.”

Cultural Advisory Community

Kevin: “And in the past, we had the open battles where tanks and
infantry fought against each other. Now, however, we have a
completely different scenario, where we fight against insurgents and
have to acknowledge the local population and have to establish
relationships. Other things become important.”

Altered
operations
and tasks

Tactical Data Link Community

Martin: “And the whole link system really is becoming complex. I
mean, we are really diving into the details here. For example, the
whole international networking and the network architectures and so on
and so on. In the past, it was really easy. You drive your system up and
watch how your messages are sent and received — that is ping pong.
However, this really has changed over the years.”

Fred: “And now we have Link 11, 16, and Link 22. Moreover, the
difficult part now is to prepare for missions, where we have to establish
complex link architectures, meaning you have to bring all these
different systems together, without having too many redundancies.”
Chief Blaster Community

Henry: “And the task is no longer to just blast a concrete structure on
the training area. That is just not it anymore. It is more the controlled
teardown of constructions and buildings that we are now trained in.”
Cultural Advisory Community

Marc: “And in the beginning, I was in Bosnia in 1998, and we did not
know who was Muslim, or was a Catholic, where are the Croatians
nobody thought about such things. However, they are critical now.”

(continued)
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Table 5.1 (continued)

Identifying need for knowledge, connections, & skills

Experiencing
the need for
knowledge
resources

Tactical Data Link Community

Andi: “And such problems are actually from a technical perspective
solvable, however, on board, there is not much knowledge and
experience. It is just not there. Additionally, they work for the most
time with Link 11 and not so much Link 16 due to their missions.
Moreover, if they are just shipping around than Link 11, the pure Navy
link is just fine. This means that the knowledge about the newer
versions is relatively thin and after the three-year rhythm it is lost.”
Chief Blaster Community

Christian: “We are the ones who train and educate the blasting
techniques, we are really at the frontlines, and we see where the
problems are, and I think it is better to engage in this process of
adapting the guidelines now, rather than later complain about it.
Moreover, 1 experienced it that we made recommendations for changes
in the guidelines. However, they did not correctly apply them.”
Cultural Advisory Community

Marc: “And I got myself several books on my own time to get
knowledge for this area for example because in the service the
knowledge was basically missing.”

Experiencing
the need for
additional
relationships

Tactical Data Link Community

Frank: “And there is really just one reason why you participate in this
community, because you really are thrown into it due to your position
and your task of being responsible for the functioning of the data links
or because you are responsible for the airspace situation and these data
also exchange via the link. So no matter what your task is, you are
actually forced to communicate with the others. Hence, it is really
viable that you have these connections in a further network.”

Chief Blaster Community

Christian: “And the whole network evolved because the trainees
experienced that they need some kind of connections. I think that is
similar to a lance corporal channel (German: Obergefreiten
Dienstweg).”

Cultural Advisory Community

Hans: “The process started in 2005/2006 where we realized that there
was no coordination in this field. Everyone did his own thing and
cooked his own soup. Moreover, this became important in 2006 due to
the increased engagement in missions abroad.”

Will: “And much was about the coordination within the domain,
provision of training materials and to find and create an expert network
because there was nothing and nothing existed. Thus, we thought we
need a network, and the result of this was what we nowadays know
under the term Coping with Culture Conference.”

(continued)
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Table 5.1 (continued)

Experiencing | Tactical Data Link Community

need for Claas: “I mean there are some basic courses for Link 16 how it works
additional and so on. Moreover, there are operator courses, but the most you learn
training by training on the job.”

Chief Blaster Community

Karl: “We just want and need further education and training with these
new, civilian explosives. We do not get this in the official duty.”
Cultural Advisory Community

Kevin: “and it started with an experienced need, something is in a
poor state and in our situation the training situation was in a poor state
because it was non-existing.”

Hans: “And the training was not really specified and not really
systematically organized, for example, we never included experience
from mission or lessons learned into training for intercultural
competencies”

Dennis: “And a matter of fact this was all new, and in principle, I had
really quick training, “training by laying on hands,” and after that, they
put me on the airplane.”

4Some of the presented quotes have been published in Schulte, et al. (2020)

5.1.1 Increased Environmental Dynamics in Several Practice
Areas

Tactical Data Link Community (TDLC). Western armed forces have been employ-
ing Tactical Data Links (TDLs) since the 1960s. Most basically, TDLs:

“(...) are message standards from NATO [North Atlantic Treaty Organization]'
to exchange information with each other. Tactical data links are used for fast,
interception-proof and interference-free transmission of data. They can transmit
enough data in quasi no time for a strategic and tactical overview of the situation”
(Archival data inventory: Griitzner, 2007, p. 10).

The primary purpose of TDLs is the exchange of wide-ranging information bet-
ween different platforms, units, and weapon systems to generate and update a
comprehensive situational overview of the battle area for troop commanders.
TDLs were first applied within electronic warfare (Link 1) and the coordina-
tion of airplanes (Link 4). The first TDL versions such as Link 4 and Link 11 in

'Each Tactical Data Link standard is defined in NATO Standardization Agreement
(Stanag).
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the 1960s had different areas of applications and differing advantages and disad-
vantages. For instance, Link 11 is a highly reliable but relatively slow message
standard that was used in the Navy, whereas Link 4 is fast but unencrypted and
thus not interception-proof.

Developers of these first generations of TDLs did not intend an extensive
exchange of information between systems. Instead, the armed forces developed
TDLs for specific weapon systems. As Frank, a Navy commander and member
of Tactical Data Link Community, recalled:

“When the first data links were introduced in the air force more than 40/50 years
ago, Link 1 and Link 1b were introduced. These were data links for connecting
land-based centers for air defense with air traffic control. Simultaneously, Link 11
was introduced in the navy to connect ships with each other. However, the two
areas were separated. Moreover, these two areas were separated for many years,
apart from a few points of contact, and really did not communicate at all with each
other.”

As Frank pointed out, Army, Navy, and Air Force were isolated in the early
developments of the TDL technology, since there was no need for cooperation
and communication between them. The organizational environment, hence, was
relatively stable for an extended period and the respective practices and processes
were clearly describable causing each area to develop their guidelines for the
utilization of tactical data links. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, however, two
external developments in the overall environment of the TDL domain had a lasting
impact on how TDL experts would go about their duty.

On the one hand, a new version of the Tactical Data Link standard—Link 16—
was developed in 2000 and implemented in numerous new land-based, airborne,
and maritime weapon systems via the Multifunctional Information Distribution
System (MIDS)?. For example, Link 16 is employed in navy frigates of the F122,
F123, and F124 class’, in the Eurofighter Typhoon jet*, in the AWACS early

ZMIDS is the actual radio system that is installed in weapon systems that uses TDLs for
radio data transmission.

3The operational tasks of navy frigates of the F124 class are mainly the antiaircraft fighters
of a naval formation and the expanded air space monitoring. To this end, these ships are
equipped with a wide-range radar SMART-L (detection range of more than 200 nautical
miles) and a fire control radar APAR (Archival data inventory: rk Marine).

4The Eurofighter jet is multi role (air to air/ air to ground) fighter developed by Germany,
Spain, Italy, and Great Britain as a European cooperation project.

SAWACS stands for Airborne Early Warning and Control System and is basically an
airborne radar system for airspace reconnaissance and supervision.
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warning system, and in the PATRIOT® air defense system. The Link 16 standard
is reliable, encrypted and of high capacity due to its high bandwidth. With the help
of Link 16, it is possible, for the first time, to create a common information base
for the different weapon and command systems of various branches. This allows
the data exchange and the generation of situational overviews in nearly real time.
Former TDL versions, however, were not replaced; rather, Link 16 complements
these older standards. As a result, individual TDL systems, which in the past
functioned as closed-off islands that comprised a manageable number of weapon
systems, have now become complex information exchange networks. This new
technological standard, thus, helps to connect the formerly separated areas, parti-
cularly, the Navy and Air Force branches. With this newfound interconnectivity,
however, technological problems and complexities arise on the practical level.
Again Frank recalled:

“The technical systems on the ships, in aircraft, and in headquarter vehicles by
which we exchange the data links all stem from different manufacturers and in
parts from different nations. Moreover, because every ship and every airplane has
its own project manager and specific requirements for procurement the technical
components are not always implemented by the same standards and thus are often
not the same. Moreover, these in parts really hidden different technical specifica-
tions cause different platforms not to communicate with each other this is a huge
challenge for us from the technological perspective.”

As Frank pointed out, the increasing European cooperation in regards to mili-
tary procurement projects that involve a plethora of manufacturers from different
industries and nations causes a multitude of technical problems in the imple-
mentation of TDLs. Additionally, developments to connect the TDL standard to
other systems and information technologies deepen the technological complexity.
Moreover, the shortening of development cycles increases the overall dynamic
in the Link domain. For instance, Link 22 a further advanced version of the
Link 11 standard is currently in the testing and introduction phase. Paul another
TDL-community member, noted in this context:

“And Link is just a really complex field of expertise you do not learn it within two
to three years. It is just because it is always changing and in constant flux. There
are always new systems, new software updates. Thus, it is a permanently changing
business.”

SPATRIOT is a US developed land-based, mid-range antiaircraft missile system for the
defense against airplanes, cruise missiles, and medium range tactical ballistic missiles.
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This increased technological complexity consequently complicates the actual ope-
ration of Link 16 and Link 22. Therefore, an ad hoc operation of Link 16/22 is
no longer practicable; rather, it requires a thorough up-front planning process
that designs the network architectures for each operation and also necessitates
supervision of such network structures during live missions and exercises. The
armed forces installed the so-called TDL Management Cell (DEU TDLMC) for
these planning and management tasks. This formal department designs, plans, and
supervises TDL networks. Frank summarized this whole development as follows:

“When Link 16 was introduced and utilized in the Air Force, Navy, and also the
Army, we were practically forced to communicate with each other by this techno-
logical innovation across the armed forces. The technology has basically forced us
into partnership.”

On the other hand, there has been an increased strategic demand for joint’ and
internationally connected armed forces since the early 2000s. Against the back-
drop of a fundamentally changing security environment and the, therefore, altered
tasks for armed forces from mainly national defense to global crisis- and conflict
management the German Department of Defense (DoD) initiated the transforma-
tion of the armed forces within the 2003 issued Defense Policy Doctrine (Archival
data inventory: BMVg, 2003). The term transformation describes:

“The design of a continuous, foresighted adaptation process to a changing security
environment, to increase the operational capabilities of the German Federal Armed
Forces and maintain them in the long term” (Archival data inventory: BMVg, 2003,

p. 10).

A central aspect of this strategically- and top-down-induced change process is the
emphasis of the FAF as deployment forces (“Armee im Einsatz”) that requires a
high degree of interoperability between the different branches and the increasing
integration of the armed forces in multinational systems of collective security.
These demands reflect that contemporary armed forces are almost exclusively
deployed as parts of allied formations in multinational missions. Given this, the
armed forces identified the capability for Network-Centric Operations (“Vernetzte
Operationsfiihrung” NetOpFii) as one of the core fields of activity within the
transformation process. Network-Centric Operations:

"The term joint describes the collaboration of all three main branches Army, Navy, and
Air Force.
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“means the command and deployment of armed forces on the basis of a joint and
interoperable communication and information system across all command levels
that connects all relevant individuals, points of contact, troops, and facilities”
(Archival data inventory: BMVg, 2003, p. 12).

This concept stems from the deliberations that any decisions, particularly military
combat decisions, are based on the information about enemy behavior and own
force fighting capacities. In this context, the concept of Network-Centric Ope-
rations aims at incorporating modern ICT into military planning and command
processes on a large scale to network all actors within a specific operational area.

In light of these developments, the Link technology has become an ever more
critical means to network the different branches, units, and platforms that ope-
rate together and, thus, is essential in the actual realization of Network-Centric
Operations (Archival data inventory: Riitzel, 2009). This increased strategic signi-
ficance of TDLs, however, also means that the operation of Link and the design
of Link architectures, invariably, almost always involves a multitude of soldiers
from different branches and different nationalities who, in the past, developed
their practice with its procedures and rules independently. To put it differently,
the operation of TDLs nowadays implicates the cooperation and communication
between a vast number of individuals, departments, and units, who have to come
to a common understanding. Again Frank explained to us while we were visiting
the annual TDL exercise:

“And because we are joint and multinational connected. For example, you may
have noticed we are even connected beyond the NATO, our work is so complex and
difficult. Moreover, we have to face this complexity and have to work through it.
For example, there are always conflicts of interest, different procedures, or different
goals about how we realize something.”

As Frank pointed out, in addition to the increasing technological complexity of
the Link system, the demands for Network-Centric Warfare and thus the increased
amount of individuals and organizations involved in the TDL area adds to its
overall complex nature.

Chief Blaster Community (CBC). The capacity to enhance own troops’ mobi-
lity and simultaneously hamper the mobility of opposing forces has, for a long
time, been a central military combat support capability that is usually executed by
army engineer troops (German: Pioniertruppe). Specifically, since the invention of
gunpowder around 1500 a. C., organized armed forces have been appointing sol-
diers who are specially trained in dealing with explosives to either create mobility
for own troops or hinder enemy movement.
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Nowadays engineer troops mostly employ conventional explosives such as
TNT or PETN®. The associated blasting practices lend themselves to engineer
operations in conventional warfare scenarios. In such classic combat situations,
engineers are typically deployed together with combat troops like tank or mecha-
nized infantry formations. Tasks include, for example, breaching of minefields to
enhance the mobility of own combat troops or blasting of critical infrastructure
such as railroads, bridges, or highways to interfere with the enemy’s logistics.
The blasting practice in these scenarios is often described as traditional destruc-
tion blasting, meaning that high amounts of explosives come rapidly into action
and eradicate the obstacle, building, or structure at hand. These practices, howe-
ver, stem mostly from the Cold War era. As several of the informants recalled:
“And this is the pure destruction blasting with the technical know-how that is on
the level of WW II.” (Archival data inventory: Nagels, 2015, p. 36). Likewise,
Bob, a chief blaster trainer recalled:

“And if you take a look at the blasting techniques that are available to us right
now. This is all destruction blasting. I mean that all stems from the times during
the Cold War, even though they changed here and there the date, for the most part,
this was up-to-date in the *70s and '80s.”

As these statements indicate, the blasting practice was relatively stable during
the Cold War era with clearly defined tasks and procedures formalized in blasting
guidelines and training manuals. Thus, the training in dealing with explosives was
more or less the same for over 40 years.

In the course of the numerous missions abroad, however, these traditional pro-
cedures and the employed explosives have become increasingly outdated because
missions like KFOR (Kosovo Assistance Force) or ISAF (International Security
Assistance Force) are primarily peace-keeping missions that include a broad con-
tinuum of tasks ranging from police-like responsibilities to counter-insurgency
(Archival data inventory: Haltiner, 2006). Within such a complex and uncertain
context, the utilization of destruction blasting would be counterproductive to the
overall mission goals of shaping a secure and stable environment. In particu-
lar, the destruction of infrastructure or residents’ homes would be counteractive
to minimizing so-called “collateral damage”. Even more, it could enhance resi-
stance and spur insurgents’ attacks on own troops. Also, informants of this study
acknowledge that conventional blasting techniques are unfit for such modern and
complex missions abroad. For example, Bob mentioned:

8PETN (Nitropenta) is a chemical-based explosive that is more known as plastic explosive
under the term C4 or Semtex.
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“And the traditional destruction blasting has nothing to do with these new missi-
ons abroad and peace-keeping missions. I mean in traditional combat situations
these techniques are well established, however, in these new missions we have a
completely new situation.”

In this context of a dynamic environment that necessitates a renewed blasting
practice, including other blasting charges, new procedures, and thus a wholly
adapted training program, the FAF introduced a novel blasting conception in 2009
and a novel training course which incorporates civilian blasting procedures in
2011. The chief blaster training course is the highest training level within the
military that teaches efficient blasting techniques with state of the art explosives
in line with civilian training:

“And these techniques we work according to the rule only as much as necessary,
but little as possible. This means we plan with temporal stages when igniting and
use explosives that are calculated to the gram. Hence we do not destruct buildings;
rather they are deconstructed. This allows us to reduce security zones to a minimum.
Accesses are now created through doors, walls, and windows with small quantities
of explosives” (Archival data inventory: Nagels, 2015, p. 34).

Mainly responsible for these developments were two experienced blasting instruc-
tors (Christian and Bob), who served at the Army’s school for engineering. Henry,
a CBC member summarized this dynamic:

“So the chief blasters did not exist before, well we had the authorized blasting
personnel, and there were a few engineers, and we knew each other. However,
the first chief blaster course—the pilot course—was done in 2011 where you can
achieve the chief blaster qualification. This was initiated by Christian and Bob,
who launched this course and integrated it into the training course landscape. This
was really the starting point.”

Cultural Advisory Community (CAC). Up to the 1990s, during Cold War era,
intercultural aspects were essentially not regarded at any level of military mission
planning and excecution. For example, Kevin, an informant and member of the
CAC, explained how, in regular exercises, the civilian population was disregar-
ded: “And in the traditional scenarios in which we trained they always started
with the same sentence: the civilian population has been evacuated, and medical
assistance will be taken care of.” As this statement makes clear, dealing with the
civilian population in an operation area was not considered and trained during the
Cold War era. Instead, the focus was on tactical combat and the know-how of
fighting against organized military forces.
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During the 1990s, however, the shift in the security environment—from a bipo-
lar world to a multipolar environment with diverse security threats and conflicts
such as international terrorism, failing states, migration, pandemics and regional
conflicts—caused fundamental change of military tasks from national defense to
multinational crisis and conflict management (Archival data inventory: BMVg,
2006).

This extended the spectrum of military tasks ranging from humanitarian sup-
port, peace-keeping, and observation, to combat or peace-enforcing missions.
Also, the nature of a given mission can suddenly change from peace-keeping to
more combat-focused operations. The primary purpose of such missions is no lon-
ger solely towards the military defeat of an opposing enemy; instead, the focus in
these multinational commanded missions is on immediate humanitarian support,
the restoration of order and security, and overcoming of regional or local con-
flicts, which may include the use of military force as one possible means to fulfill
the mission’s overall goal (Archival data inventory: Bredow, 2015). Consequently,
the demands on soldiers in these environments have changed and now range from
helping, protecting, mediating—typically tasks not associated with soldiers—to
traditional fighting and combating (Archival data inventory: de Libero, 2010).

These extended military tasks, thus, deliberately involve the intended dealing
with a country’s civilian population. Furthermore, establishing a good and stable
rapport between coalition forces and the local civilians can be of pivotal import-
ance for the own troop’s security and the mission’s overarching objectives of
installing security and order. That is, contemporary military operations require a
deep understanding of local structures, local customs, and therefore, a profound
knowledge of the local cultural context in which the troops operate on every level.
For instance, on the tactical level, troops have daily contact with the civilian popu-
lation and, therefore, engage consistently in intercultural interactions. Own troops
are in regular contact with the civilian population in the country of deployment
during for example military operations such as reconnaissance patrols, training
assignments of local forces, or coordination meetings with regional leaders such
as warlords or police chiefs. Likewise, they have contact with the socalled “lo-
cals” within their camps, describing civilians who are employed by the allied
forces and work within the garrisons.

Moreover, approaches like the “partnering” strategy in Afghanistan further
require allied troops to live, train, and fight side by side with Afghan soldiers and
other security forces”. Finally, soldiers serve in multinational staffs and have to

9The “partnering” strategy in Afghanistan involved ISAF and Afghan Troops collabora-
tively training and operating together. It was mainly developed and implemented under
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cooperate with members of NGOs and other organizations and, therefore, interact
with individuals coming from different institutional and occupational backgrounds
on a daily basis. In such a culturally diverse and complex environment, a lack of
intercultural awareness or cultural sensitivity can easily cause misunderstandings
which, in turn, can trigger increased stress in a naturally stressful situation and—
in the worst cases—can lead to open conflict which may jeopardize the mission’s
overall objectives.

On a more strategic level, a lack of cultural understanding can lead to unrea-
listic expectations and objectives for such missions abroad. For example, in
Afghanistan, the allied forces have long pursued a nation-building approach by
implementing democratic structures following a central government model, which
has entirely ignored Afghan tribal traditions, loyalty structures, and historical
particularities (Archival data inventory: Tomforde, 2010).

The entire failure of operations abroad and the occurrence of conflictive inci-
dents, thus, can ultimately be traced back to a lack of intercultural competence
and an absence of understanding for local structures and their cultural contex-
tualization. For instance, Canadian forces, who tortured a young Somali to death
in 1993 led to the failure of UNOSOM II. Another well-known example is the
torture and vulgar display of prisoners of war at Abu-Ghraib Prison by US sol-
diers during the Iraq War, which caused such an immense, negative media echo
that US command temporarily considered early withdrawal from Iraq. Also, Ger-
man troops have had their share of cultural misconduct in operations abroad; for
example, in 2006 paratroopers desecrated a mass grave in Afghanistan by taking
the so-called “skull pictures”, which severely damaged the image of the helping,
peace-keeping soldier at home.

Many commanders and high-ranking officers recognized the significance of
intercultural competence in contemporary military conflicts relatively early. For
instance, a British General aptly noted: “To operate without cultural understan-
ding is to operate blind and deaf” (Archival data inventory: Tomforde, 2014,
p- 128). Similarly, a German Lieutenant Colonel recalled his experiences in
Afghanistan and the role of cultural sensitivity:

“It is always an exciting thing when Christians and Muslims meet each other. If,
however, one of them is wearing a uniform he should be prepared for interacting
with this completely different religious world. No matter how outlandish some reac-
tions and behaviors may seem, he should always keep in mind that he is a guest
in a Muslim country” (Archival data inventory: Schwitalla, 2010, p. 63).

the command of General Stanley McChrystal beginning in 2010 (Archival data inventory:
Lowenstein, 2010).
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Likewise, the following statement from a study about the UNIFIL (United Nations
Interim Force in Lebanon) mission summarizes the pivotal role of military-civilian
interactions in such modern warfare scenarios:

“Stated in a nutshell: a relationship to local civilians built on communication
and confidence is a necessary factor for success; a relationship characterized by
mounting hostility, suspicion, and lack of communication is a sufficient cause for
failure” (Archival data inventory: Heiberg, 1991, p. 148).

From an organizational perspective, however, there were no notable efforts to
react to this increased cultural complexity of missions abroad throughout the
1990s (Archival data inventory: Tomforde, 2008). Only in the mid-2000s, several
departments began to address the intercultural topics of modern warfare aiming
at increasing intercultural knowledge within the troops. In 2006 intercultural edu-
cation was officially stated in the White Paper on security policy to be an integral
part of leadership development within the FAF (Archival data inventory: BMVg,
2006). Moreover, in 2008, the FAF defined intercultural competence in the revi-
sed handbook on leadership development as a key organizational capability that is
essential for mission accomplishment and own force protection in modern warfare
scenarios:

“The correct interaction with humans of different cultural background—the inter-
cultural competence—increases agency and behavioral safety of soldiers and also
secures the acceptance of minorities within the Federal Armed Forces. Within
deployments abroad, intercultural competence is an important precondition for
mission fulfillment own force protection” (Archival data inventory: BMVg, 2008,
p. 27).

In summary, the above narratives from the three different practices—tactical data
links, military blasting, and intercultural aspects—showcase how the environment
for military task-fulfillment has dramatically changed since 1990. In particu-
lar, each practice is characterized by an increased environmental complexity,
which is mainly induced by the different nature and the unique requirements
of today’s missions abroad. This environmental complexity is characterized by
fast-paced technological developments and the increased interconnectedness with
other branches and organizations as is apparent in the TDL case. Likewise, the
blasting practice is suddenly exposed to a dynamically changing context for task-
fulfillment by novel peace-keeping missions that require fundamentally changed
operational techniques. Meanwhile, deployments abroad, in general, depict cultu-
rally diverse and complex environments that demand entirely new skillsets from
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soldiers—often recalled as soft skills such as ambiguity tolerance and intercultural
sensitivity—that are typically far off from traditional military proficiencies.

5.1.2 Identifying the Need for Specialized Resources

Against the backdrop, of an increasingly dynamic and complex environment,
several individuals in each of the three practices experienced their resource
endowment as insufficient and scarce. That is, they experienced the need for spe-
cialized resources such as specific knowledge resources, a more extensive network
of experts, or advanced and more in-depth training resources. Below, I will again
outline these developments for each of the three observed domains.

Tactical Data Link Community (TDLC). Members of the TDL domain identi-
fied relatively quickly that, in particular, due to the increased interconnectedness
with other branches and the multinational character of their practice, they had to
adapt, rethink, and harmonize their tactical procedures and guidelines in order to
be able to operate jointly. They, thus, perceived the currently provided knowledge
resources—manuals, formal guidelines, and official handbooks—as insufficient to
cope with the new situation characterized through rapid technological advances
and numerous new actors in the field. For example, Frank noted:

“And we have a great challenge in front of us, and that is on the practical and
operational level, because the Army, Air Force, and Navy still work with different
tactical procedures, practices, and official guidelines. The German Navy, however,
is strongly integrated into the NATO structure, the Army not so much. Also, the
NATO procedures for the Navy and Air Force are still different. So we had to work
on this.”

As this quote illustrates, members in the TDL practice identified the need to adapt
existing knowledge resources, in particular at the TDL management level. In order
to discuss and adjust the guidelines and procedures, members also identified that
they had to network with each other, not only from a technological perspective
in live missions and exercises but also from a social perspective. Thus, mem-
bers sensed that they needed relationships and cooperations between the different
actors involved in the overall area to work through these difficulties. Lukas (22),
an experienced member of the TDLC, recalled:

“What is really a problem is the formal guideline situation in the TDL domain.
Everybody does his own thing, without looking left or right. This always causes
problems as each branch develops their concepts. We have to talk to each other.”
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Likewise, Frank pointed out the need for additional linkages in the practice and
their importance for effective task-fulfillment:

“We have to network with each other in order to be able to work together in live
operations effectively. 1 mean this is when it counts, and in the worst case this
might cost us lives if we do not come together and solve our problems up front in
this multi-link environment.”

Also, soldiers stationed on board Navy ships experienced a lack of knowledge
and experience regarding the operation of the actual link terminals. Notably, due
to the ever-increasing technological complexity in conjunction with relatively
short official training periods, these young link operators were often overwhel-
med with troubleshooting and operating their workstations on board. To make
matters worse, in most cases these soldiers are left on their own because on each
ship there is generally just one or two link operators deployed. Fred, who had just
finished his service time on board as a link operator, noted in this context:

“And on board, we have a problem because we ship alone, there is no one we can
exchange information with and communicate with if we have a problem or an error
message. We have the Maritime Command Control Information System. However,
this is to exchange situational overviews. So we have no contact.”

Moreover, several individuals in the link area identified that because of the
relatively short training courses for link operators and the ongoing technologi-
cal developments, further training and exercises were urgently needed to enable
the link personnel on board to adequately fulfill its duties. Lukas explained the
training problem as follows:

“The training to become a Navy operations master, that is, the training with the
levels from petty officer second class to petty officer first class usually takes around
two years, however, the specific TDL courses are relatively thin. If you take all
courses of a link operator, you maybe have 8 to 10 weeks. And, such a few weeks
are really not enough.”

Likewise, Andi recalled how he perceived the lack of official training while the
new versions of the link standard where introduced, from which the need for
advanced training and exercise arose:

“And as the Link 16 machinery was introduced in 2001 and 2002. The first ter-
minals were installed on these ships, and no one really knew them, there was no
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one, who had real knowledge on how to operate these systems because we had no
official courses and thus no mentionable know-how.”

Chief Blaster Community (CBC). Very similar to the TDLC, individuals in the
blasting practice sensed that with the changed requirements of modern-day missi-
ons abroad in which blasting needs to be much more precise and protective, their
existing knowledge resources such as formal guidelines and field manuals were
severely outdated. In particular, Christian, an experienced Army Captain, long-
standing engineer, blasting expert, and now the instructor of the chief blaster
training course experienced that formal regulations about the blasting training
in the armed forces needed adaptation to the new circumstances of civilian-like
blasting procedures. He recalled this:

“One could say my job is to do the training. However, the training only makes sense
if we have a foundation and a basis from which to train. If I do not have this, the
whole training does not make any sense, because then we train and educate things
that are way too old. Hence, we noticed we do not advance this way, and we have
to do something about the blasting manuals.”

As Christian pointed out, he sensed the need to adapt and modernize existing
knowledge resources, mainly in order to be able to fulfill his officially assigned
task of training and educating soldiers in state of the art blasting techniques. To
this end, Christian identified that he required an extended network of blasting
practitioners to gather knowledge and, in particular, to test the feasibility of new
procedures in actual missions and operations. Again, Christian elaborated on this:

“And to do so, you really need a group and a network of people that you can
trigger. For example, you need to know how is the situation for the troops, is it
actually practicable this way, or where are the actual problems and so on.”

Christian, thus, experienced a profound need for additional relations to other
practitioners. Moreover, because the newly introduced blasting techniques and
exploders mainly stemmed from civilian procedures and were only available on
the free market, members in the blasting practice had a keen interest to establish
relationships that went beyond organizational boundaries to the private sector
(e.g., businesses and blasting associations).

Newly trained chief blasters, who passed the new chief blaster training course
at the school for Army engineers, also experienced the need for ongoing colla-
boration in a network of like-minded people, mainly because they were the only
ones with this kind of specialized training in their respective battalions or units.
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Hence, they felt a lack of local knowledge sources and contacts to other chief
blasters. Bob recalled:

“And if the new chief blaster trainees, who past the training return to their units
after the course they want to introduce the new detonators and explosives to their
unit. However, they have no access to these materials, or they need some training
materials like a PowerPoint or something. Then quickly they turn to us and ask us
here at the school if we can help. They always stay in contact after they leave the
course.”

In addition to these needs, related to knowledge and relationships, chief blasters
also experienced a need for further exercises after they finished the formal trai-
ning program because blasting with civilian explosives and detonators is currently
only allowed at the Army’s school for engineers, meaning that in all dislocated
units blasting has to follow the conventional military techniques with military
explosives. Henry explained this problem:

“And for us, it is important that we keep ourselves up to date and essentially train
following the civilian techniques and with the civilian explosives, however, that is
not possible while on duty due to several reasons.”

Besides these mentioned needs, chief blasters also identified problems with the
currently provided equipment which, in part, was no longer suitable for the ful-
fillment of the manifold tasks of chief blasters within several changing scenarios.
In particular, some members in the domain realized that they needed a specia-
lized backpack for their explosives and other blasting materials. Karl, a platoon
sergeant, and chief blaster explained this example:

“And we have a problem with our backpack, or more specifically we do not have a
specialized backpack for blasting materials. When we are in exercises or missions,
and we have to dismount (from the combat vehicle) we have to take everything with
us like tools, explosives and so on and every soldier has 10 pounds of explosives,
and this becomes heavy. However, we do not have an extra backpack for it, and
this was really unsatisfactory.”

Cultural Advisory Community (CAC). As mentioned earlier, the domain for inter-
cultural competence was still in its infancy during the early and mid-2000s. In
general, two main areas of activity started to develop. On the one hand, first
regional experts were deployed in ex-Yugoslavia, in 1999, as a first attempt to
consult the acting commanders regarding regional particularities within the ope-
ration area. Mostly, these were former soldiers, who had studied history or alike
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and who the armed forces specifically rehired for these assignments. In 2003,
however, an internal study commissioned by the Center for Operative Communi-
cations (COpCom) concluded that: “There is no training regarding intercultural
sensitization either on a global or a specific level in the Federal Armed Forces”
(Archival data inventory: Tomforde, 2009). In order to increase intercultural com-
petence and awareness on a broader scale, thus, the general mission preparation
training was extended as elements about regional knowledge and codes of conduct
were integrated into this two-week training assignment. This training should teach
every soldier basic intercultural aspects before deployment (Archival data inven-
tory: Langner, 2012). In hindsight, this first attempt was somewhat insufficient
because untrained teaching personnel conducted these few hours of theoretical
classes. Robert, for example, a former commander of the COpCom, experienced
such training as follows:

“And we know that the education regarding intercultural competence is not really
good. Mission contingents have one or two hours of such training, mostly in the
evening hours, where 80 % of the people fall asleep because they were the whole
day outside training and exercising. I know this not only from stories, but I also
experienced it myself.”

To shed light on these issues, the COpCom assigned a survey to search for concepts
and documented experience regarding intercultural competence in the FAF in 2007.
The main findings were that concepts were rudimentary and not well coordinated
throughout the organization (Archival data inventory: Tomforde, 2009).

To strengthen the overall intercultural competence within the troops, the
Department of Defense developed strategic concepts in 2009 and 2010. As a con-
sequence, the training and education for intercultural mission advisors (or foreign
area specialists) were now formally assigned to the COpCom. Around the same
time, the inspector general of the FAF installed a Coordination Element for Inter-
cultural competence (CEIC) at the Leadership Development and Civic Education
Center (LDCEC).

Even though the FAF introduced these formal concepts of intercultural com-
petence and official post, several soldiers and civilian employees on the frontlines
still perceived the resource endowment in the domain as limited. For example,
Hans, a lieutenant colonel at the CEIC whose tasks involved coordinating the
manifold initiatives in the field, recognized that several intercultural awareness
courses were in need of improvement. His field of activity was not formally
described in official guidelines but he sensed that a multitude of units and depart-
ments worked on intercultural aspects of modern warfare scenarios while there
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was no mentionable exchange between the involved actors. As he described: “And
the process started when we realized that there was no coordination in this field.
Everyone did his own thing and cooked his own soup.” Another informant, Chri-
stopher, also described the need for further networking and exchange with other
experts in order to effectively work on his task that mainly involved regional stu-
dies and preparing support data on countries and their civilian population. From
his perspective, this included the examination of cultural aspects as well. Within
his department, he was somewhat on his own with his interest in intercultural
competencies. Christopher, therefore, noted: “During this time I had to connect
with several other departments, and thus many connections evolved from this time
on the frontline.” Later on, he joined Hans at the CEIC, where he also underlined
the importance of relational resources:

“Also here we just need a network, you can imagine with just two individuals
[he and Hans] it is nearly impossible to work for the whole FAF. Thus, without a
network, we cannot fulfill this job.”

Similarly, Kevin and Marc (4) two foreign area specialists at the department for
intercultural mission advisory10 at the COpCom, noted that to fulfill the task
of an intercultural mission advisor, one depends on a broad network of fellow
practitioners because the necessary knowledge for effective consultancy is too
extensive. Kevin, for example, explained: “Networking always was essential for
us, this means to stay in contact with other departments. However, we did not
know who the right experts were and who had which abilities.”

Kevin’s official tasks involved supporting cultural advisors in live deployments,
writing reports for higher command, organizing daily staff work, and training new
advisors. As the informants recurrently pointed out, intercultural mission advisors
require in-depth training in multiple disciplines. The training situation at the time
was, however, that the center hired intercultural experts from the civilian market
who, afterwards, were mainly trained on the job. The informants experienced this
as insufficient. As Kevin recalled:

“And we basically recognized we live here from hand to mouth because there is no
real support from the official site and there are no real resources in this practice.
Thus, we need to structurally better train our people. As I said before, there were
no training guidelines, no training courses, actually, there was nothing to train
someone as a foreign area specialist.”

0ntercultural mission advisory arose from the first attempts of regional consultancy.
Intercultural advisory involves a broader approach than just a focus on regional aspects.
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As this quote exemplifies, individuals within the intercultural competence prac-
tice identified the need for advanced training programs for their foreign area
specialists.

In summary, individuals within the three domains identified—in light of a
dynamic and complex environment—the need for adapting and renewing their
resources to fulfill their formally prescribed tasks.

5.1.3 Self-organized Resourcing within Evolving Communities
of Practice

In the context of a complex and changing environment, individuals on the front-
lines of the organization now started to act on the identified needs collaboratively
and, in doing so, generated novel resources such as guidelines, meetings, or
opportunities for practicing together (i.e., training courses or exercises) within
their communities of practice. As I did before, I will outline this process of self-
organized resource generation for each community individually. Table 5.2 displays
additional informant quotes in support of my interpretation.

Table 5.2 Representative quotes underlying first-order themes (Findings part 1.2)

Emergent resourcing within evolving Communities of Practice

Probing and | Tactical Data Link Community

improvising | Lukas: “And we identified within the community that the link operators
first due to their education and their lack of know-how are no longer able to
solutions understand error messages, and thus they need further support from the
outside. Hence, we installed a little committee via email in 2008/2009
and called it TDL Helpdesk, where every link operator could report his
problems.”

Chief Blaster Community

Christian: “And usually we start internally and look in our area for a
solution, and if we don’t advance anymore then we spread the
information within the network.”

Cultural Advisory Community

Peter: “Moreover, we sat down and just started to structure our contacts
a little bit, just organize our business cards and asked ourselves what
does this one know on what issue we might contact him or how can a
further connection be established, and so we draw a first excel sheet with
all the contacts we knew of”

(continued)
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Table 5.2 (continued)

Mobilizing
further
connections
and
expansion
of resources

Tactical Data Link Community

Lukas: “And this little help desk was really well used by the link
operators. It was just body to body level. This developed further, in a
sense, that we said we could use this kind of quick communication and
exchange for other systems on board and the technical systems and not
only for the link operators if someone on board has the need for a
contact person and needs quick help.”

Chief Blaster Community

Henry: “And one of us chief blaster currently is positioned at the
Department for Army Development, and he has to write these regulations.
However, we always critically read and discuss the draft of the manual
and give advice for alterations because we are the ones who actually
work with it in practice.”

Cultural Advisory Community

Dennis: “and in February 2009 we invited all others to our department
and sat together and looked what is the common sense, where can we
begin to work conceptually together. That was actually the starting point.”
Bernd: “And basically when we organize things in the network someone
takes the lead based on his interests and competencies, and then others
join. For example, the training course was initiated by Kevin and David
and afterward others from the network than joined and supported them”

Transferring
and
utilizing
resources

Tactical Data Link Community

Lukas: “And then we developed the Navy coordinating post, which is
now at the Navy Support Command. This is by now an official post and
an official help-desk that works with a ticketing tool. These tickets are
forwarded to an expert, who can help with the problem solution. This
was really small in the beginning, but it developed over time, and now it
is official.”

Chief Blaster Community

Nick: “And if we go on a civilian blast and make our experiences or
something has to change (within the manual) we report it to the school
(Christian and Bob), and then it gets incorporated.”

Cultural Advisory Community

Mary: “And in principle, this training course has been further refined and
now is a complementary part within a whole masters course, and the
community is constantly working on it in the form of lecturers and
developing the issues further.”

Tactical Data Link Community (TDLC). Confronted with the increasing com-
plexity of the link technology and the growing demand for interconnectedness,
individuals within the TDL domain began to improvise and probe first solutions
to their multiple challenges. For example, at the Navy Support Command, several



134 5 Findings

members of the link domain started playing with two newly introduced Link 16
terminals in 2001. They connected the two terminals and exercised with them on
an improvised scale. Lukas recalled this:

“So we in the Navy we were the first movers when it came to Link 16, and we
relatively early on recognized that we need education. Thus, we joined forces and
just took two terminals one from that ship and another one from this ship and set
this up in our basement, connect it, and did a little exercise with it. I mean this
was just Navy internal.”

After this first exercise members mobilized further relations to other branches and
areas that were also grappling with the new technology and invited them to join
the exercise the next year. Again Lukas further explained this dynamic:

“And then the Air Force said we have the PATRIOTS'! and we desperately need
trained personnel, and we said come to us we speak about it, and we will set up
something here. Thus, it incrementally grew, and further people joined it. And of
course, by that, you get to know more people. Moreover, at some point, the TDL
Management Cell came on board because you have to oversee these links.”

As Lukas pointed out, the community of TDL experts and operators evol-
ved around this small improvised exercise as increasingly more members in
the practice area were invited to join. For example, as Lukas mentioned, the
primary purpose at the beginning of the exercise was the education of link ope-
rators (NCOs), yet, over time several Officers from the DEU TDLMC (the new
implemented TDL Management Cell situated at the FAF’s Management Support
Command) also participated in the, now called, NetOpFii Exercise (German: Ver-
netzte Operationsfithrung Ubung). This opportunity for practicing together—or
training resource—was continuously further refined while community members
established additional contacts. Not only do all branches of the FAF now partici-
pate in the NetOpFii Exer, but even several allied nations such as the Netherlands
are also now part of the bi-annual exercise. Again, Lukas recalled:

“At first the actual purpose of the exercise was to train our operators. However, we
are now way past this stage. By now we have two NetOpFii Exercises per year. For
once the summer NetOpFii and the winter NetOpFii. In the summer exercise we
train the operators, and now some people from the Army also joined and several
other nations too because in the summer we can do things live. At the winter

HPATRIOT is a surface-to-air missile system, which is operated by Air Force antiaircraft
rocket groups.
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meeting, we focus on the technical aspects, and there are people from the FAF’s
Planning Command and Manufacturers.”

Somewhat parallel to this dynamic several other at first informal meetings in
the domain started to develop following a similar pattern. As a case in point,
community members once met as they were accidentally near the same garrison
in Bremerhaven at the Navy Operations School. They used this opportunity to
prepare the next NetOpFii Exer which by now had grown into a full-scale exercise.
Andi experienced this development:

“The main reason behind this was that the Management Cell was responsible now
for planning the NetOpFii Exer and they had the idea to bring all people involved
to a table to prepare this exercise because at the moment they also had a lack of
personnel.”

As the above quote illustrates, at one point community members improvised an
informal meeting to coordinate their activities and, over time, this meeting develo-
ped into an established workshop as members again started to refine this particular
resource by contacting further units and departments across the organization. Con-
sequently, this TDL management workshop is now the central networking place
for the whole TDL domain, where community members discuss, negotiate, and
plan all aspects involved with TDLs. The informants recurrently expressed how
important this meeting is for establishing further contacts and getting to know
other experts. Lukas noted in this context:

“And then we have the joined workshop—usually at the beginning of each year—
where we meet for one week and discuss our results, future projects, and possible
deployments. We talk about what we specifically need, what we currently have to
do, or which exercises do the soldiers need to have. It is also about the training
and how we manage this across all branches.”

Claas added:

“At this workshop, everybody involved with TDLs participates. There we talk shop
or generally just stay in contact during the side sessions and along the presentations
and discussions. This is the real value of it.”

The link community, thus, was able to establish a relational resource in the form
of the joined and boundary crossing workshop through continuous refinement.
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Besides the exercise and workshop mentioned above, members of the link
community were also able to innovate a formalized and specific knowledge
resource that mainly helps younger link operators to fulfill their often challen-
ging and complicated tasks on board. This handbook, at first, was an improvised
compendium that entailed essential telephone numbers, an overview of relevant
manuals and guidelines, and simple how-to instructions. It was mainly distributed
and used at the NetOpFii Exer to give younger operators aid in practicing.

Over time the link community again refined and continuously expanded this
handbook by gathering all their Navy acronyms, code words, and procedures and,
in a second step, also incorporating Army and Airforce procedures. Through this
collaborative refinement in the community, the TDL Handbook is now known as
an excellent up-to-date knowledge repository far beyond the boundaries of the
FAF. Martin, for example, described it as follows: “And this here is the 2015
version (points to the TDL Handbook). We always print it and give to all units.
(...) This is quasi like a little bible that every link operator has.” Also in this
context, Andi recalled the growth of the Handbook:

“And in 2005 1 think it was my predecessor here (Navy Support Command) together
with a lieutenant commander from the Navy Command who had the idea to give
the link operators some study guide with all the numbers and so on. Then members
from DEU TDLMC noticed this book at one NetOpFii Exer and acknowledged it
as a good thing and wanted to adopt it. After a few struggles between the different
branches, this is now the official version for the whole FAF.”

The above narrative of the TDLC illustrates how members were able to generate
several specialized resources within an evolving community of practice as a col-
lective response to an altered environment. The starting point for these dynamics
was always ideas and improvised solutions from Navy soldiers that, over time,
grew as the community evolved and members crossed their departmental and
organizational boundaries. As a result, community members were able to develop
these resources from mostly improvised ideas to established exercises, manuals,
and meetings that enable them to fulfill their tasks effectively. Otto summarized
this dynamic:

“This TDL community, I would describe it as swarm intelligence. This makes it
really interesting. You are constantly learning when others report something or
new errors occur. Not a day goes by when we do not learn something. Thus, this
community is really essential for us. Without this community, we would not be able
to fulfill our tasks.”
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Chief Blaster Community (CBC). In light of the drastically changed blasting pro-
cedures, individuals within the blasting practice also started to form a community
to resource new equipment, knowledge, and training opportunities. This commu-
nity mainly emerged around the new chief blaster training course, as participants
informally decided to stay in contact after they finished the training. Henry noted
in this context: “And it just emerged as we sat down with a beer and decided
to stay in contact and build a group for all chief blasters and the trainers at the
school.”

Beyond this, the network of chief blasters spans much further and even beyond
the focal organizational boundaries. For example, Christian and Bob cultivated
contacts to foreign blasting experts, who annually met on the so-called “blasting
seminar” to exchange information and practices together with the civilian blas-
ting procedures (Archival data inventory: Gwerder, 2010). Additionally, they also
established linkages to multiple civilian blasting agencies and associations. Com-
munity members, thus, were able to build up a vast network of relationships along
the practice.

As mentioned before, the members of this community identified the need for
adapting their formal guidelines in light of the changed blasting techniques that
incorporated mostly civilian explosives and procedures. Hence, Christian wrote
the first draft of the new chief blaster manual: “And I set down and wrote this
chief blaster manual, which orients itself on the civilian guidelines for blasting. 1
completely wrote this first version by myself.” Christian, however, recognized that
he as a trainer held no official authority over formal guidelines and also needed
further feedback and support from other blasting practitioners. Consequently, he
mobilized linkages to a formal position at the Department for Army Development
that was mainly responsible for publishing such field manuals and, on the other
hand, he actively included the now evolving community of chief blasters in this
process. Christian explained:

“And actually we have an advantage because the editor for the guidelines par-
ticipated in the first chief blaster course in 2011. (...) I told him we have to do
something about these regulations and since then we have been working closely
together.”

Also, Christian distributed the draft of the new chief blaster field manual among
all graduates of the training program. As Nick, another CBC member, recalled:

“I participated in the second course. Back then we had the draft, and it was
around 50 pages, double-paged, and then we got our hands on it and worked
with it. We found several aspects that weren’t suitable or were minor mistakes. It
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was continuous progress, and by now we have 100 pages. Thus, all existing chief
blasters with their different perspectives had worked through this draft.”

As Nick pointed out, community members continuously refined and expanded the
chief blaster field manual within the evolving CBC. As a result, the community
was able to collaboratively generate and continuously advance this critical know-
ledge resource for their practice. Ultimately, they were able to transform this draft
into an official field manual as they had established the connection to the official
editor. Again Nick further elaborated on this:

“And for example with the safety regulations, they are not precisely regulated in
civilian guidelines. Then we discuss it, and somebody says I will take care of it,
and a few days later there he has a proposal, and we discuss it again, and now it
is under official review.”

Following quite a similar pattern, members of the CBC were also able to innovate
new equipment parts. More specifically, the community conceived and resourced
a new military backpack for blasting personnel. This process started as one experi-
enced member drafted the first prototype for a new blasting backpack. That is, he
at first designed a backpack for all possible deployment scenarios including dif-
ferent configurations of pockets for their blasting materials, different packaging
options, different fabrics, and connecting systems for other personal equipment
pieces. These design prototypes were later discussed and refined within the com-
munity. In detail, another community member, who also participated within the
first chief blaster course, was officially appointed at one technical center of the
armed forces. These are research centers responsible for testing and running trial
measures for new equipment. He was thus able to officially experiment with
these prototypes, i.e., testing their material compatibility and strength in different
scenarios according to official regulations. Bob recalled this development:

“And on the official channels, nothing is happening, resulting in that we get the
wrong equipment. Thus, we just need this network. For example, one HQ platoon
leader'? of an engineer company has really deeply thought about a blasting back-
pack, how it should look like and what should be included. We just needed to refine
it, but actually one can take it one for one. (...) Moreover, we had the contact to
the technical center and to the experts, who make all these experiments: when does
it break under pressure, what is happening if you put in on a parachute and so

»

on.

I2HQ platoon leader (German: Kompanietruppfiihrer) is an NCO who assists the
commanding officer of a company in planning and organizing.
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After the technical center completed its assessments, the CBC was also able to run
field trials with two prototypes, meaning Christian sent out backpacks to several
community members, who tested it during exercises in their daily duty. In the
last step, Christian was also able to establish relations with the department for
procurement and, in doing so, he transformed the community’s idea of a backpack
into an official procurement project.

Besides the examples mentioned above, members of the CBC were also able
to generate a wide array of opportunities for practicing together, mainly through
their contacts to private blasting companies. Again, Bob and Christian served as
central links in this network as they would receive information from blasting com-
panies about exciting projects were military chief blasters were invited to assist
and then forwarded these invitations to other community members. Therefore,
several community members were enabled to participate in the—hitherto—most
considerable construction blasting in Europe, for example. This demolition assi-
gnment of an inner-city tower in Frankfurt involved around a week of planning
and preparatory workings. Christian and Bob reflected on this training:

“This advanced training has shown how important it is to cultivate relationships
to private blasting companies. That is the only way that the acquired knowledge
and abilities of chief blasters can be deepened and enacted in practice” (Archival
data inventory: Hasholzner & Lankes, 2014).

As this quote illustrates, the CBC was able to generate several opportunities for
practicing together over their network of relationships. Training assignments such
as this skyscraper demolition are regular events, in the sense that community
members are always aware of such training opportunities and utilize them whe-
never possible. In summary, the community was able to create diverse training
resources for themselves by establishing relational resources in the form of a
network that went beyond the focal organization.

Cultural Advisory Community (CAC). In the context of ever more complex
missions abroad, members in the intercultural competence domain also began
reasoning on their needs for more collaboration and more effective training for
foreign area specialists. As in the cases above, this process started with individu-
als drafting preliminary solutions to the identified needs. Returning to Kevin, he
recalled how he and a few comrades initiated their community activities:

“Basically, several things were born out of necessity, thus we sat down together
after official duty hours with a beer and a cigarette and discussed how to structure
a network better, how to document it, and what kind of experience we had made,
whom we actually knew within the overall practice domain.”
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As this quote shows, instead of accepting the status quo, the practitioners in the
intercultural competence practice started to informally organize the relationships
in their domain. Additionally, in order to respond to the identified lack of training
resources and opportunities for cultural advisors, another member improvised a
one-week training program for newly employed intercultural mission advisors in
2009:

“And one of my comrades said, we have to address the training situation, and
so he knocked off a short training program, during which he did a tour de force
through the whole field of the intercultural advisory” (Kevin).

Building on these first efforts, the small group of practitioners mobilized its infor-
mal contacts to experts from other departments and units thereby forming the core
of the CAC. Again Kevin recalled this process:

“And we decided to plan a network meeting for the whole domain, and in order
to do so we met with five other departments, for example, we invited a professor
from a federal college. Additionally, we said what about the Army’s Staff College,
they might be interested too. Also, we won them over. Then there was the Center
for Geographic Information with another comrade, who was thankful that we took
him along.”

As the above quote exemplifies, the community emerged as members cultivated
informal relationships across departments and mobilized contacts even beyond
the focal organization. Within this community, members started to collaboratively
coordinate their activities in order to respond to the perceived resource lack. That
is, several community members met regularly in order to plan and organize a
first conference for the practice that would serve as its central networking and
coordination opportunity, i.e., an opportunity for practicing together. In particu-
lar, Kevin, Hans, and Christopher recurrently met and discussed how this meeting
should be structured. They compared their experiences to past meetings and con-
ferences they had attended and, in doing so, developed a shared perception about
how they would like to plan such a conference. Hans recalled this:

“And we met with each other and talked about how such a Congress might look
like. For us, the workshop character was significant so that the people were able
to bring their experiences into it and not just passively consume something. This
was really the point to have really open spaces in this conference.”
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As aresult, in 2011 the community held the first Coping with Culture Conference
with intercultural practitioners from several allied nations, other public agencies,
and various universities in attendance. Christopher expressed how important this
conference—as a relational resource—was and is for the work within the domain
of intercultural competence:

“This conference is the expression of the whole network, and it is the opportunity
to look each other in the eyes and meet face to face once a year (...). Because if
one loses sight of yourself, the contacts will fall asleep, the network will end, and
ultimately the work will die.”

Andreas, who was at the time appointed at the DoD to write the conceptual
basis for intercultural competence within the FAF, also underlined the emergent
character of the conference.

“And from my point of view the conference, for example, arose from the frontlines.
The DoD did not initiate it through a top-down process, instead, the network among
some individuals from different departments and units was able to do this.”

Moreover, Kevin and several other community members reflected on their impro-
vised one-week training for intercultural mission advisors and decided to plan a
more in-depth course covering all the major knowledge areas required for effective
mission consultancy. As Kevin recalled:

“And we discussed it a lot because we realized that we actually had to build a
specialized training course. After that, we discussed our plans with the Center
for Leadership Development [Hans and Christopher] because we wanted them on
board with this. Also, in 2012 we introduced our ideas at the conference [the
Coping with Culture Conference] and discussed them with the participants, who
were excited by it because they too hadn’t had appropriate training.”

As described earlier, this quote again illustrates that after sensing a need and
improvising a first response, several individuals mobilized their informal connec-
tions and started to coordinate further activities in order to create a training.
Furthermore, Kevin and Marc introduced their plans to the broader community
at 2012 Coping with Culture Conference and invited members to lecture classes
in their fields of expertise. Developing from these dynamics was a six-week trai-
ning course—the Foreign Area Specialist—that was held in 2013 for the first time
at a University of the Armed Forces with 12 trainees in attendance.
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Altogether, the narratives from all three “cases” illustrate how individuals star-
ted to exceed their formal, departmental boundaries to form a community of
practice and, in doing so, were able to generate a multitude of new, specialized
resources that enabled them to fulfill their official tasks and missions.

5.1.4 Summary of Section

In the previous section, I introduced the accounts about profound changes in three
practices and how this spurred the emergence of three communities of practice,
mostly relying on informant codes and archival data. In this subsection, I sum-
marize these findings and make sense of them from a theoretical perspective.
Figure 5.2 illustrates the first part of this study’s grounded model, which outlines
the process of self-organized resourcing in CoPs.

Previous work explains CoPs’ emergence through individuals challenging and
questioning existing notions (Boland & Tenkasi, 1995; Brown & Duguid, 1991).
Mainly, organizational members, who engage in a shared practice develop a social
context where they revise existing routines, solve their practice dilemmas and
create new courses of action around their practice (Bridwell-Mitchell, 2016). This
study’s findings add to this perspective as they show in more fine-grained detail
how alterations in the overall environment cause community emergence.

It is at this point where I will interweave the current study’s findings with
an overarching complexity perspective. More specifically, I explicate the emer-
gence of CoPs as a collective response to an increasingly complex environment.
Environmental complexity and dynamics describe the range of environmental con-
tingencies or the levels of variety among elements in the environment (Ashmos,
Duchon, & McDaniel Jr., 2000; Boisot & Child, 1999; Havermans, Den Hartog,
Keegan, & Uhl-Bien, 2015). Usually, dynamic and complex environments are
characterized by rapid changes and developments in addition to a high degree of
interconnectedness and interdependence of elements and actors (Stacey, 1995).
Likewise, rapid technological developments, the interaction of a variety of orga-
nizations and units, or cultural ambiguities and quickly changing situations in
missions abroad define the environment in the three domains under study (1.
Figure 5.2).

Such complex and rapidly changing environments cause what complexity
theorists refer to as adaptive tension, meaning the difference between the organi-
zation’s current state and what it needs to accomplish to optimize its performance
(Kauffman, 1993; Maguire & McKelvey, 1999). Adaptive tension, thus, moves
the organization into the far from equilibrium states (Nicolis & Prigogine, 1989;
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Prigogine & Stengers, 1984) where there is little or no fit between the organi-
zation and environmental contingencies. In such situations of adaptive tensions,
individuals strive to adjust to such pressures (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007).

Likewise, practitioners in the three practices perceive their current resource
endowment as insufficient for their tasks and missions in light of an altered, incre-
asingly complex environment. That is to say, individuals either identified essential
resources for their activities or sensed that existing resources needed renewal in
order to increase overall fitness. Hence, adaptive tension, in this case, can be
understood as a function of how individuals perceive their current resource base
as appropriate for effectively fulfilling their tasks (2. Figure 5.2).

As mentioned earlier, complexity theory argues that when organizations move
into these far from equilibrium states, emergent self-organization unfolds within
complex adaptive systems from which novelty arises (Kauffman, 1995; McKel-
vey, 1999; Stacey, 1995). Earlier, I defined emergent self-organization as the
emergence of new but unpredictable order as a result of the unscripted inter-
actions of interdependent agents, without the imposition of an overall plan by a
central authority (Anderson, 1999; Chiles et al., 2004). Likewise, the current fin-
dings illustrate individuals within the three practice who not only identified an
insufficient resource endowment but also started to act without a predetermined
plan and strived to adapt their practice to these environmental pressures, out of
which novelty in the form of new resources and resource configurations ultimately
emerged.

The current study’s findings explicate this process of self-organized emergence
in CoPs in more detail. In particular, I show how the dynamic of emergence can
be seen as a resourcing process that unfolds within CoPs. To elaborate on this,
I turn to the practice-oriented literature on resourcing (Feldman, 2004; Feldman
& Worline, 2012). According to Feldman (2004), resourcing describes the process
of asset creation situated in practice. This view suggests that employees generate
resources while they deeply engage in practice and these resources in turn help
to propel further activities (Dutton, Worline, Frost, & Lilizs, 2006b; Spreitzer,
Sutcliffe, Dutton, Sonenshein, & Grant, 2005). Endogenous resourcing, therefore,
describes an active process as “resources are not exogenous or fixed, but rather
generated as they are brought to use” (Feldman & Quick, 2009, p. 138).

The current study’s findings show how community members were able to pro-
duce, expand, and innovatively co-create specialized resources while they interact
with each other across formal boundaries (3. Figure 5.2). More specifically, two
resourcing processes become apparent: The process of resource creation and the
relation between the resources in CoPs.
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According to the resourcing perspective resources are produced when individu-
als act in agentic ways at work. Agentic work behavior describes people who are
active and purposeful at work and in this sense are said to act agentically (Spreit-
zer et al., 2005). Resources, according to this view are thus seen as by-products of
the doing of everyday work. Community members display high degrees of agency
as they create resources in practice. That is, they deeply engage in their practices
and, in doing so, recognize issues and needs that require further action and col-
laboration. To achieve these desired outcomes, community members intentionally
and autonomously take action without being instructed to do so. Through these
purposeful activities they begin to shape new resources in the doing of work, i.e.,
in practice.

Furthermore, these findings offer a nuanced description of the self-organized
resourcing process consisting mainly of three stages: First, individuals creatively
and innovatively improvise first solutions to their experienced needs. After that,
they collectively refine and fine-tune these resources within a growing com-
munity. Moreover, finally, members transform these new resources to formally
acknowledged resources (e.g., the formal chief blaster field manual or the official
conference on intercultural aspects). The resourcing, I observed, thus starts some-
what unplanned and randomly from everyday workings compared to designed and
controlled innovation processes (Eisenhardt & Tabrizi, 1995). Over time, these
resources grow and expand as more community members interact with each other
and engage in this resourcing process. That is, unlike conventional assets these
resources are not depleted when used but, instead, take on more shape as more
individuals get involved with them (Feldman & Worline, 2012). This finding also
underlines the socially embedded nature of resourcing. That is, resourcing proces-
ses do not unfold in isolation but, rather, occur—much like learning—within the
social interactions among community members (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Gherardi
et al., 1998; Spreitzer et al., 2005).

Moreover, the current findings show that the generated resources stand in a par-
ticular relationship to each other. Members firstly create relational resources by
establishing relationships across formal boundaries of departments, units, or even
branches and organizations. Relational resources refer to high-quality connections
between people (Dutton, 2006a) that can take the form of an informal network
(Feldman, 2004). These relational resources are established around community
meetings, workshops, or conferences. Relational resources within the CoP allow
members to generate further resources like training courses or opportunities for
practicing together as well as new knowledge resources. Linkages among indivi-
duals, on the one hand, create access to specialized expertise and knowledge. That
is, individuals learn who has relevant knowledge within the community (Moreland
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& Argote, 2003). Also, through the collective engagement in practice members
learn how to get things done by observation and interaction (Orlikowski, 2002;
Wenger, 1998).

On the other hand, connections help members to develop advanced exerci-
ses and training courses. These training resources, for their part, help members
to create and share new knowledge more efficiently. That is, through the collec-
tive engagement in practice during such advanced exercises members learn from
each other and knowledge is continuously exchanged and newly created (Brown
& Duguid, 2001), which—in the cases of the CBC and TDLC—is partly “ex-
ternalized” (Nonaka, Toyama, & Konno, 2000) in explicit knowledge resources
such as handbooks or field manuals. As in the case of the CBC and TDLC expli-
cit knowledge resources, in turn, have a strong influence on the design of the
chief blaster training or the NetOpFii Exer as members continuously adjust the
exercises and training programs to the field manual or the handbook.

In summary, I conclude from these deliberations that CoPs are collective
responses to an increased environmental complexity and are sites for adaptive
practice. CoPs, thus evolve as individuals identify adaptive tensions in the form
of insufficient resource bases. Secondly, I suggest that the process of informal or
self-organized emergence (Goldstein, 1999; Lichtenstein, 2000; McKelvey, 1999)
can be understood as a process of self-organized resource generation that unfolds
within CoPs when members collectively start to co-create new assets in order to
enable efficient practice.

5.2  Findings Part 2: The Cultural Embeddedness
of Communities

In the section above I have illustrated how three CoPs emerged within the FAF
and generated new specialized resources. Up to this point, I have not focused on
how this process of self-organized resource generation links to the broader formal
organizational context. Thus, in this section, I will explore the cultural mecha-
nisms between the evolving CoPs and their organizational ambiance. I start by
describing the internalized norms of community members that represent a deeply
rooted part of the organizational cultural repertoire within the studied military
context. I proceed with outlining how members experience what I will refer to
as cultural dissonance: that is, a contradiction between learned and internalized
norms and observed and experienced practices in everyday organizational life.
Following this, I will introduce the main cultural processes unfolding within the
studied communities of practice that explicate how community members work
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through such cultural tensions. Lastly, I will outline how members shape a new
community schema through their collaborative practice. Unlike in the section
above, I will now interweave the narratives from the three cases because these
social mechanisms were for the most part similar across communities. Again
Figure 5.3 displays the data structure for this findings section and Table 5.3
illustrates additional informant’s codes.

5.2.1 Learned Cultural Repertoire

As three of the four members of our research team were officers, we were fami-
liar with many of the armed forces’ cultural particularities and contextualized
meanings. These are, for example, military customs such as waiting to sit down
until the highest ranking officer has taken his seat at the table, the meanings of
colored knurls on military uniforms as signs of membership within a particular
unit or subunit, military ceremonials at the command handovers of units, or the
implicit rule that one should carry one’s suitcase with the left hand so that one
can salute with one’s right hand. As these few examples already illustrate, soldiers
and members of the FAF utilize a multitude of cultural resources of a broad cultu-
ral repertoire to maneuver through everyday life within the military. To focus the
subsequent deliberations adequately, I will describe the normatively and formally
provided features of the FAF’s cultural repertoire, relying heavily on informant
accounts about salient and internalized norms in conjunction with archival data
reflecting formally provided cultural codes. This allows me to focus my reflecti-
ons on the part of the cultural repertoire that pertains to the informants’ particular
experiences.

More specifically, two salient categories of norms and beliefs became apparent
during data analysis. These are, on the one hand, internalized norms on military
duty and task-fulfillment and internalized norms on organizational behavior in
military hierarchies.

Internalized norms on military duty. Within each of the three studied com-
munities of practice informants at some point during the interview referred to
learned norms, shared beliefs, or military values of soldierly service as some
exemplification or rationale behind their actions and behaviors. Surprisingly, this
happened without a researcher asking specific culturally oriented questions but,
rather, informants quite unconsciously verbalized sayings or adages that had some
underlying and broader meaning. In this sense, informants often interweaved
shared norms or beliefs in their explanations and accounts about their praxis.
These norms and shared beliefs reflect behavioral expectations and guidelines for
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Table 5.3 Representative quotes underlying first-order themes (Findings part 2)

Learned cultural repertoire

Internalized norms on military
duty

Frank: “And for me, it is important to fill out my
position really, and that is to do more than just
what the book tells us. You have to do more; you
have to show some own initiative to do your job
well really. It is not only the writing of roster and a
little bit of classroom.”

Christopher: “It is important to work with others
collectively. Because I once learned during my
active time of duty, now I am a civilian employee,
the principle of joint and combined warfare.
Meaning you cannot do something by yourself you
have to do it collectively.”

Henry: “And really it is the self-initiative that
keeps these things going. You cannot expect that
something is given to you.”

Internalized norms on
organizational behavior

Dennis: “I think we are still a military system and
we will not deviate from a hierarchical structure
any time soon. And within a hierarchical system,
there is the function principle of command and
obedience, although we now have communities and
networks it is still a salient characteristic of the
military.”

Bernd: “We as soldiers know a lot about dos and
don’ts. I mean we cannot do something that is
against the formal regulations and rules.”
Christian: “And we all know that secrecy is an
important issue within the military. Meaning if we
share data openly here, we know that secrecy is
pronounced within the armed forces. Sometimes
this limits us a bit.”

Experiencing cultural dissonance

Sensing discrepancy between
cultural repertoire and observed
behaviors

Mary: “Unfortunately quick solutions are often
hampered by hedging thoughts of superior
authorities that is they fear that someone else can
take a look at their hand.”

(continued)
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Table 5.3 (continued)

Otto: Often within official symposia, you have
some officers, who quickly present their slides and
if you ask a question they feel offended, or the
commander defends him and so on. So it is really
just political talk.”

Christopher: “And within our organization, we
often have the problem that we work beside each
other instead of with each other, without knowing
who works on what and what is the other
department doing at the moment; that is, we do not
know what is left and right from us.”

Resourcing cultural practices in CoPs

Enacting learned cultural
resources

Christian: “And sometimes there develop real
friendships from this where you met yourself
outside of the duty or exchange experiences and
stay connected. Thus, it is not always purely
duty-oriented. Often it is just that staying connected
if someone is here and comes by and so on.”
Otto: “And every January we met, and there you
feel that this is a clique, you feel they belong
together. This collective notion is really noticeable
there.”

Karl: “And we have our coin with the holy
Barbara, who is the saint for all artificer and we
identify with this. Many also have the chief blaster
tattoo I think around a dozen or so.”

Adapting learned cultural
resources

Frank: “Well we have the same rank structure as
anywhere in the armed forces. However, we focus
more on the professional aspects. We have
sergeants and lieutenant colonels, but they all
communicate with each other. It is about the
competence not so much about rank and authority.”
Andi: “And because we know that we depend on
each other to fulfill our jobs it kind of shapes this
open atmosphere. That is, mutual respect on a
really comradery level.”

Constructing a new community schema

(continued)
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Table 5.3 (continued)

Common notion on the
community’s task

Fred: “I would say that through the exchange of
this information between the different people there
is a common understanding just present (...) for
example you just know who has the most
knowledge on TDLs. Thus, this understanding
about the domain and the tasks are just there.”
Frank: “We called it brain to brain
interoperability.”

Christian: “We are now working on a new
blasting regulation for the whole armed forces. And
there are many actors involved, and in the
beginning, there were many discrepancies between
the different branches (...) However, as we got to
know each other better at meetings there developed
this experience exchange.”

Common image on future
resources

Christopher: “And we have our common interest,
and our common goal and that is the whole
question of how to develop the intercultural
competence within the organization.*

Otto: “And we developed a notion about how
things should be within the new systems. That is,
we will get the new F 125 class frigates, and we
discussed how the systems should be configured.
And now it actually will be implemented this way.”

Common notion on core values

Christopher: “In the end, our work within the
community and the issues we work on and develop
further should help soldiers and also civilian
employees to fulfill their missions. That is why we
do this for the organization.”

Otto: “I believe this exchange not only benefits the
individual within his everyday duty, but also the
whole community, and therefore, actually effects
the whole armed forces and makes many things
easier.”

Karl: “In the end, our developments will save
money for the armed forces and the engineers will
make a big leap forward.”

Martin: “We move the whole flotilla forward.”
Dennis: “And in the end, we all serve our country,
and we swore to protect it and serve it. And the
community is part of this service.”
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military task-fulfillment. That is, they encompass normative standards about how
soldiers should go about their duty.

Most prominently, informants recurrently referred to expected behavioral pat-
terns of professional soldiers with the phrase: “trying to be a good soldier” or just
“be a good soldier”. Behind this phrase “good soldier” several meanings and role
expectations are concealed that, together, shape the self-image and identity of a
professional soldier. Bernd, a member of the CAC, for example, summarized this
self-conception of professionalism as follows:

“And like a good soldier, I am here to serve. If you think about the meaning of the
word to serve, you realize that it means that on every post you are assigned to you
have to do your job.”

Other informants mentioned the qualities that make up “good soldiers”. For
instance, several occurrences in the data indicate that conscientiousness is a
central characteristic of military task fulfillment; this means, that soldiers con-
sistently handle official tasks precisely and studiously, even if they are mundane
and routinized. Nick, a member of the CBC, noted:

“And it is our self-understanding that you look into the handbooks, even when it is
your 100 blast exercise. And you have to show it; you have to set an example by
doing it.”

As Nick pointed out, a professional self-conception involves the conscientious
performance of one’s duty. Similarly, Henry perceived his duty:

“And it is our self-conception, and we claimed it for ourselves if I do something I
do it 100 %. Otherwise, 1 better keep my fingers off it. It is just doing something
the right way.”

Likewise, the joint service regulation for civic duty and leadership—Zdv 10/1—
officially notes: “Soldiers of the German Federal Armed Forces are convinced by
the norms and virtues of the constitution. In this sense, they are brave, faithful,
and conscientious (...).” (Archival data inventory: BMVg, 2008, No. 507).
Informants additionally described that showing self-initiative within their daily
service comes naturally to them and is an important part of how they view them-
selves as professional soldiers. Self-initiative, thus, involves doing more than what
is required and expected in official job descriptions. This facet of soldierly self-
conception is often described with the phrase “going beyond the call of duty”
and has become one of the most researched constructs in organizational behavior.
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It is widely known under the term organizational citizenship behavior (Bateman
& Organ, 1983; Podsakoff, 2000). Fred, the young link operator, described this
special form of self-initiative:

“And for me personally, when I have a task, no matter what kind of task, I put my
heart and soul into this job, for starters I read what I have to do on this particular
post.”

As this quote exemplifies, members stressed the importance of self-initiative
on the military task at hand. Self-initiative also encompasses the voluntary
takeover of tasks and missions, even in uncertain and risky situations. For exam-
ple, Christian described a voluntary but dangerous mission of two community
members:

“And during the last flood of the Elbe [a river in Germany] a dike collapsed, and
a whole area was in danger of flooding. Two of our chief blasters then said out of
their self-initiative, we have the knowledge and a possible solution strategy for this
dangerous demolition task and they did it voluntarily.”'3

This kind of bravery and willingness to sacrifice is a common military virtue and,
furthermore, is officially expected from soldiers. For instance, one of the central,
formally prescribed duties of soldiers reads as follows: “The soldier has the duty
to serve the Federal Republic of Germany faithfully and to bravely defend the
rights and the freedom of the German people” (Archival data inventory: BMVg,
1956, § 7).

Another salient belief that our informants mentioned recurrently as part of their
self-understanding is their role as a trainer, educator, and superior. These are the
role expectations they put on themselves and others, which go beyond being an
ordinary soldier. In this sense, they involve the significant attributes of a leader
of men such as setting an example and being a role model for subordinates. As
Bob, recalled it:

3In 2013 during the flood of the Elbe a dike collapsed in Fischbeck, Saxony-Anhalt,
and threatened to flood vast tracts of land. Henry (CBC) was assigned as a consultant
to the Brigade Headquarters and came up with the idea to blast two barges into the
collapsed dike as some kind of barrage. The blast was yet only possible with civilian
explosives that were not available to ordinary troops. Henry, however, was able to procure
the necessary means via Christian (the head trainer of the chief blasters). Altogether, parts
of the Chief Blaster Community, thus, were able to quickly coordinate the deployment of
modern explosives and techniques in a live mission.



154 5 Findings

“And it is the way you as a trainer live it. If we train something, we have the same
equipment on as the trainees, and if we expect punctuality, we better be there too
at 0730 sharp.”

Also, Nick expressed a similar internalized belief: “And I have to set an example
because this is my role as a superior and I expect it from my subordinates that
they do it the same way.” In particular, the role of a trainer and educator and the
associated behavioral expectations were salient among informants in the Rank of
NCOs. This finding is not surprising because sergeants have long been the central
educators and holders of subject matter knowledge in the armed forces (Archival
data inventory: Klein, 2006).

Moreover, for most informants, their self-conception as a leader was firmly
bound to the principle of mission-type tactics leadership. The mission-type tactic
is the general leadership principle of the FAF and describes leadership that sets
mission goals for subordinates and units but, at the same time, grants relative
freedom in the way the goal is achieved (Archival data inventory: Gareis, Haltiner
& Klein, 2006; BMVg, 2008). The central leadership manual notes in this context:
“Mission-type tactics is the form of leadership that best fits the image of the
citizen in uniform. Thus, co-responsibility for the achievements of a common goal
becomes alive” (Archival data inventory: BMVg, 2008, No. 613).

A final internalized belief in military task fulfillment that became evident in
data analysis was military comradery. Hence, informants viewed helping others
as a taken-for-granted aspect of military life. As one informant noted: “We have
the soldier law, and paragraph 12 states the obligation for comradeship. It is just
normal to help and support” (Daniel). Likewise, Bob noted: “And most things |
think are just natural. I mean it is just decency, general decency, and that belongs
to the soldierly profession.” This central cultural idiosyncrasy of the military is
also formally noted within the Soldiers Act:

“The cohesion of the German Federal Armed Forces is essentially based on cama-
raderie. It commits all soldiers to respect the dignity, honor, and rights of the
comrade and to assist him in distress and danger. It includes mutual recognition,
consideration, and respect of different views” (Archival data inventory: BMVg,
1956, § 12).

Together, the above deliberations show that the informants of this study learned
and internalized large parts of the cultural repertoire of the military organization
in regards to task-fulfillment.

Internalized norms on organizational behavior in military hierarchies. Besides
shared beliefs on how to accomplish military tasks, other occurrences in the data
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pointed towards the internalization of behavioral norms and expectations about
general conduct in military hierarchies. Many informants, for example, acknow-
ledged the central military functional principle of command and obedience as
important and irrevocably, meaning that they were aware of the fact that ulti-
mately instructions from superiors must be followed to allow for efficient and
coordinated task fulfillment within military operations. As Dennis explained it:
“We will not organize the whole military as a matrix organization. In doubt, this
is way too time-consuming. In doubt, we have to act according to command and
obedience. I am really convinced of this.” In a similar vein, Jacob, another Link
expert, noted in this context:

“And we have a chain of command, and orders always state situation, mission, and
execution. Then you have to click your heels [referring to the position of attention
in military foot drill] say yes we do it this way even when you have the opinion
that the other way would be better but we have decisions and they are based on
formal order.”

As these quotes exemplify, informants recognized the hierarchical nature of the
FAF with its vertical lines of communication and the associated rank structure
as necessary and permanent features of the armed forces. It is, therefore, no
coincidence that recruits have to internalize the military’s pronounced rank struc-
ture with its evident rank badges as one of the first things in basic training.
Unsurprisingly, this normative obligation for discipline and obedience is offici-
ally grounded in several laws and regulations about soldierly service (Archival
data inventory: BMVg, 1956, 2008) and thus is a pervasive resource in military
cultures (Archival data inventory: Gareis et al. 2006; Leonhard & Biehl, 2010).
As I explained before, formalization and regulation characterize the military
bureaucracy. This feature of military culture, therefore, was also apparent in the
data. Informants recurrently mentioned that one has to comply with the protocol
and formal requirements. Martin, a member of the TDLC, described it as follows:

“And it is due to our soldierly self-understanding that we always have to act in
line with the actual handbooks and regulations; that is, our action is always limited
or restricted. Of course, we have somewhat of a right and left border in which we
can act, and that is the official guidelines.”

As this quote showcases, individuals internalized that their agency within the
organization is constrained by the various formalities and regulations. Some even
noted: “We as soldiers know much about the don’ts” (Bernd), expressing that
there is a plethora of institutional constraints.
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One instance where this cultural resource of formalism and bureaucracy beco-
mes particularly apparent is in the treatment of classified information and secret
documents. Armed forces unsurprisingly have a strong need for secrecy because
reconnaissance and information superiority against the opposition have been key
success factors in warfare since the ancient world. Military organizations, there-
fore, demand confidentiality from each soldier even beyond his or her active time
of service (Archival data inventory: BMVg, 1956). The attention to formal rules
for secrecy was thus a recurrent theme within the data. Again Martin recalled: “I¢
is just normal to consider the secrecy issues. General secrecy rules, classifications
and who has clearances for what”. Similarly, Henry noted: “And of course we do
not exchange classified information via open text messengers such as Facebook
or WhatsApp.”

In sum, individuals learned and internalized compliance with formal rules and
adherence to bureaucratic regulations as a pervasive cultural element of the FAF.
The adherence to formal rules might be explained by the military idiosyncrasy that
the non-compliance can and often will be sanctioned via the military disciplinary
code.

In general, members learn and internalize the elements of this cultural reper-
toire during the process of military socialization starting with the first days
of basic military training and continuing on specialized military courses and
education. For example, Nick recalled this process from his own experience:

“And our profession is not just another profession. It is not a usual job. There
are several different characters, whom you meet regularly again and again as your
superiors along your professional career and they will shape and influence you
as role models. For me personally I was always able to learn something from my
trainers and superiors, 1 thought was worthwhile to adopt, and so I tried to do it
myself and found my way.”

As Nick pointed out, the process of military socialization—that is the learning
and internalizing of the cultural repertoire with its norms, values, symbols, and
expectations—occurred through observation of others and social interaction with
others along military education and training.

Altogether, the cultural repertoire of informants in the FAF consists of vast
parts of knowledge structures referring to normative values, professional identi-
ties, role expectations, shared beliefs and behavioral norms, which members learn
and internalize through observation and social interaction.
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5.2.2 Experiencing Cultural Dissonance

The above-explained cultural repertoire illustrates that individuals cherish and
adopt many of the normatively prescribed behaviors and virtues into their pro-
fessional self-conceptions and identities. The data analysis, however, revealed that
organizational members experience cultural contradictions in everyday organizing
at their units and departments. That is, observable behaviors and practices are in
contention with the once learned cultural repertoire. Individuals sensed that in
formal relationships learned cultural resources were no longer apparent. This dis-
sonance refers to perceived leadership behaviors and, on the other hand, to more
general practices within formal organizing.

Sensing discrepancy between cultural repertoire and observed behaviors.
Informants consistently reported on how rigid legal safeguarding, meaning the in-
depth examination of formal guidelines before any official action or decision, by
formal superiors and superior authorities, often hindered innovative developments
and collaboration. Although our informants learned the norms of organizational
compliance and rule adherence, they perceived inflexible legal safeguarding as
obstructive because it regularly impeded efficient and professional practice to a
considerable extent. According to informants, legal safeguarding tactics were part
of individual career agendas of higher officers. As Christopher recalled: “It is
often the fear that the own career will be damaged. I cannot understand this.”
The perception of legal safeguarding is widespread within the FAF. For example,
the annual statement from the parliamentary ombudsman for soldiers regularly
reports on a general hedging logic within the armed forces: “Instead, a hedging
mentality and work to rule manifest themselves too often. There is a waste of time,
money, and justification to stick to something that is no longer useful.” (Archival
data inventory: Deutscher Bundestag, 2016, p. 7). Likewise, officers who report
on their experiences from missions abroad note that legal safeguarding is dys-
functional for mission accomplishment: “In a formally regulated culture at home,
however, values of responsibility and independence find less correspondence. Con-
trol management and hedging logics easily hinder a culture of responsibility.”
(Archival data inventory: Seiffert 2012, p. 97).

Such a tendency to legal safeguarding is often reflected in leadership behaviors
that tend to micro-manage subordinates and subordinate units. Informants descri-
bed this as leadership by command—describing leadership via strict order for any
action taken—which they perceive as contradictory to the once learned principle
of mission-type tactics. Kevin for example recalled:
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“If you have military operations in urban terrain, you have a lot of standardi-
zed actions, and you have to guide with direct commands (...) within my current
position they are a lot of creative activities, where you cannot set a clear com-
mand because you do not know the result. Unfortunately, we tend, within our
culture of leadership, to give more and more of such commands that eventually
form micromanagement.”

This impression is also confirmed by a wide array of studies conducted by the
Army’s Institute for Social Sciences or further published experience reports from
soldiers (Archival data inventory: Bake, 2010; Senger, 2011). For example, sol-
diers report on the increasing bureaucracy and controlling in missions abroad:
“Indeed we tend to move away from mission-type tactics. What we always held
high and trained countless times during exercises and it worked. However, now
everything is commanded and hedged into detail” (Archival data inventory: NCO
in Bake, 2010, p. 32).

Note, that informants did not automatically associate these dysfunctional beha-
viors with their direct superiors; instead, they experienced safeguarding and
a command-like culture as a general, unspecified tendency in armed forces
leadership.

Sensing discrepancy between cultural repertoire and observed practices. Other
perceived cultural contradictions include, for example, a culture of political com-
munication during official meetings, committees, or conferences. Our informants
recurrently noted that during formal meetings problems were not discussed openly
but, rather, discussions were held to a generic and superficial level not involving
controversial aspects or practical difficulties in official meetings. Problem-solving,
therefore, was hindered along official communication channels. Andi (TDLC),
for example, noted: “Sometimes formally addressing someone is more important
than the actual content that needs to be discussed.” Likewise, Nick experienced
a general lack of communication within the armed forces:

“Meanwhile we have a big problem within the FAF that one does not talk with
each other anymore, but we talk above each other. It is definitely moving that way;
at least that is my feeling.”

Other studies about military cultures note that such behaviors are common in
armed forces and refer to it as defensive communication patterns (Archival data
inventory: Apelt, 2006, 2012) that in general impede open collaboration.

Closely connected to such communication habits, many informants stated that
they experience a general lack of information sharing and cross-departmental



5.2 Findings Part 2: The Cultural Embeddedness of Communities 159

collaboration within their formal surroundings. In particular, departmental agen-
das would hamper collaborations beyond formal boundaries. For instances,
Christopher (CAC) explained:

“You should not underestimate the arguments between two departments or duty
stations when it comes to restructuring initiatives or budget negotiations, because
this connects with the loss of positions and resources. Thus, they do not want the
other department to look too closely at their own processes and operations. I think
they often fear this.”

One should note that such experiences were not related to the actual frontlines but
rather informants associated them with higher command levels of the hierarchy.
Moreover, informants also expressed a misguided error culture within the
armed forces. That is, they repeatedly reported on the inadequate handling of
errors or wide-ranging error prevention strategies. Their experiences involved pro-
blems that were often not communicated along the official channels due to the
fear of unfavorable consequences. Information sharing and dissemination along
the chains of command, therefore, was frequently caught up due to official fil-
tering by formal authorities or superiors. For instance, members of the Tactical
Data Link Community described how they were unable to send error messages
that occurred during a mission on a Navy frigate to the experts at home because all
official correspondence leaving and entering the ship was examined and filtered
by higher officers not involved in the practical specifics. Again Andi recalled:

“And that is a thing that has not worked properly for decades. One ship does it in
great detail; other ones write a three-liner everything is fine. However, later one
finds out everything is not fine because they have some qualms to approach the
superior department with any problem when they know maybe the mistake is also
a bit on the unit and then they are a bit scared.”

Furthermore, some informants observed that, in general, the reality of everyday
duty did not anymore reflect soldierly values such as the self-initiative or profes-
sional identities mentioned above. Instead, they experienced a shift in what they
refer to as “job thinking”, which describes the perceived circumstance:

“That too often comrades have the attitude that being a soldier is a nine to five job,
you arrive on time, you clock out on time, and that is your duty, instead of being
ready to take on tasks even after official duty hours” (Archival data inventory: Bake
2010, p. 131).

In a similar vein, Karl (CBC) expressed his experiences:
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“Nowadays, a majority of the people that come to us as soldiers view what they
do just as a job. (...) And this kind of job thinking, we cannot allow this to unfold
because the leap from job thinking to complete resignation is not that far.”

Overall, the above impressions show that in light of a dynamic environment
individuals consider traditional habits and behaviors, a too rigid holding on to
formalisms, or command-like leadership as unfit for coping with the adaptive
challenges. Indeed, they perceive central features of their learned, internalized,
and valued cultural repertoires as no longer being practiced in routine service,
leading to the experience of cultural dissonance.

5.2.3 Resourcing Cultural Practices in CoPs

Against the backdrop of these perceived cultural contradictions occurring in ever-
yday duty, the data analysis revealed how community members shaped their own
informal cultures around their social interactions as they worked on finding adap-
tive responses to their practice challenges. In particular, two dynamics become
apparent: First, community members enacted, once learned, cultural resources
within their community practices. Second, they adapted their cultural repertoire
by molding cultural resources to navigate the dissonance and enable collaborative
efforts.

Enacting learned cultural resources. Within each of the three CoPs, the data
suggest that members reproduce parts of their cultural repertoire in these infor-
mally, spontaneously emerging interactions and relationships. Learned cultural
resources, thus, are drawn into use and become actualized along with the resour-
cing activities of community members. In particular, members utilized cultural
resources such as the norm of comradery, as the invisible bond between service
members (Siebold, 2007), and professional soldierly identities within their com-
munity activities. As Christian so aptly put it: “And that is the place (the Chief
Blaster Community), where we live our comradeship, where we help each other,
where we exchange our knowledge, and where we constantly learn new things
about the process.” This norm of comradery, thereby, is embodied through the
formation of a collective identity and performed altruistic helping behavior among
members.

Constructing a collective identity satisfies member’s need for comradery, sense
of belongingness, and self-evaluation (Siebold, 2007; Wenger, 1998). Establishing
such a collective identity means coming to a shared understanding of “who we
are” and “what we do” as a social group (Gioia, Price, Hamilton, & Thomas,
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2010), in other words: making sense of a collective self. In each of the three cases,
such a collective understanding of the communities’ salient characteristics became
evident. Informants, for instance, recurrently pointed out what they believe their
practice was all about. This shared notion encompassed a common understanding
about the community’s way of doing things. The Cultural Advisory Community,
for example, shared the notion that the use of force should always be the last
mean in armed conflicts. Christopher expressed this belief as follows:

“And what is a basic attitude within the community is that the usage of arms is
the ultima ratio for every soldier. It is really the last means, and we have to utilize
intercultural competence beforehand in order to reduce conflict potential as far as it
is possible. This is our collective belief because we all understood that intercultural
competence, indeed, spares blood. That is, human lives.”

Likewise, members of the Chief Blaster Community expressed the shared notion
that demolition is not simply about pure destruction; instead, they viewed the blas-
ting practice as a precise art of creating access or sparingly demolishing buildings.
Christian again expressed this in his own words: “And the ordinary engineer has
demolition as one task of many. However, the chief blaster is a specialist in this
area. Not only for the pure destruction, but rather for the filigree.” Meanwhile,
members of the Tactical Data Link Community shared the belief that in order
to achieve the principles of Network Centric Warfare—that is interconnectedness
of all units—one has to start by connecting individuals and their perceptions,
attitudes, and worldviews. Frank recalled this:

“And we call it brain-to-brain interoperability. That is a US notion. It means that
we recognized that it is not enough to harmonize the procedures and the technical
side, but we also have to connect our brains to each other.”

As the above statements illustrate, the collective identities of the observed CoPs
were always constructed around the practice be it demolition, cultural advisory,
or establishing data links. In other words, in each community a shared orienta-
tion on professional task fulfillment was evident. The completion of the actual
tasks, missions, and orders thus stood above everything else. Informants underli-
ned this strong task focus of their activities as they recurrently expressed that the
community was about “getting the job done”. Again Frank expressed this for the
TDLC:

“And I believe what brings us together as a community is that everyone wants to
do his job as good as possible. That is that ships, airplanes, ground vehicles can
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efficiently communicate with each other. That is our strongest motivation. It is just
to fulfill our missions.”

The chief blasters, further, expressed that beyond accomplishing their task they
also share a common passion for their demolition practice. This affection and
positive emotion towards their practice was thus a central driver behind their col-
laborative efforts to advance themselves and the overall domain. Henry, one of the
CBC members, in this context noted: “I think it is this passion and this affection
for the blasting practice that ties us together.” Other members compared their
communities to families within the service which, again, underlines the positive
emotion they were feeling towards these social groups. Lukas expressed this:

“And I actually did not experience this before in my career. It is just like a family,
a family in duty. That is how it is, you know each other, and anytime someone is
at your garrison he shortly says hi or he or she call you regularly.”

For example, the practice that CBC members had established a birthday list for
all members and congratulated each other regularly embodies such feelings of
togetherness and belongingness.

Overall, the professional collective identities were generated and recurrently
produced while members engaged with each other in their activities. This pro-
cess of identity construction usually starts with training courses and a career
progression in the specialized practice areas of blasting or tactical data links.
Many TDLC members explained that one knows each other from jointly comple-
ted training courses. Similarly, CBC members know each other for a long time
as they mostly originate from the engineer troops. Subsequently, the community’s
identity is strengthened and deepened around the community meetings such as
the TDL workshop, the CAC’s annual conference, or the joint training exercises
of CBC members. In particular, through the collective engagement in practice the
community’s identity became apparent to members as they can observe others and
the passion they put into their activities. Nick recalled his experiences:

“And it is about the individuals within this group. For example, we have some
Navy Seals within the group, and for them, it is just natural that you always give
120 percent. I believe that such individuals pull others along. This must not be
verbalized you can see it, and others say ok I am in it too.”
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Besides, observing and interacting with each other while practicing together
during training assignments or professional discussions, members engage in com-
munity rituals such as social events at these gatherings and meetings. For example,
Lukas recalled:

“It is not just that you meet on the official level, but at all those meetings you
always make a big social evening then you drink a beer with somebody, and you
talk about it. We also talk about other things than just link. We always find ways
to do that, even at the NetOpFii exercises.”

Other community rituals involve common farewells for comrades who end their
active duty careers. The Chief Blaster Community, for instance, gathered together
at the Army’s School for Engineers when Christian was leaving the armed forces
in 2016. Multiple informants expressed how vital such events were for them and
the cohesion within the community. As Nick pointed out:

“And it is just the comradery. We all would have gone on our free time without
an official order to discharge Christian. 1 mean, I know him for such a long time.
And we just went there for three days and also did some advanced training and
knowledge exchange.”

Besides such rites, community members also expressed their collective identity
as they generated shared symbols for their communities. During the first chief
blaster training course, one of the trainers for fun wrote “tattoo of the chief blaster
badge” into their duty roster. As command officially approved the duty roster,
three trainees and Christian got themselves inked with this tattoo. Since then this
has become a persistent part of the training courses’ duty roster, and several others
followed their examples. Furthermore, the CBC has created a coin with the chief
blaster insignia on it, which every soldier receives after successfully finishing the
chief blaster course. Similarly, TDLC members created their own patches that
soldiers wear on their uniforms during the NetOpFii Exercise. More specifically,
they designed two patches for each year’s exercises. One that one wears during
duty hours and another that has more of a fun theme, which is only worn at social
events or in the evenings. Again Lukas mentioned in this context:

“And we have different badges; you can see all of them on the wall [point’s finger
to patches]. (...) You immediately recognize someone as a link expert if he has his
patch. Moreover, we have them in different versions. This one has a gimmick on it.
It is just for fun.”
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Altogether, the generation of a shared identity in practice through rituals and
symbols is the ongoing enactment of cultural resources such as comradery or
professional self-conceptions within the social praxis in the community.

Besides this collective identity, the enactment of comradery as a central cul-
tural resource is evident in community members’ altruistic helping behavior that
was pervasive in any of the three communities. Informants repeatedly mentioned
that helping other members and offering one’s support within the community was
natural to them. As Nick from the CBC recalled:

“For me that is comradery. It is just natural to do things you are capable of. If
someone needs help and I have the opportunity to help him, I should do it. Or, if
I am aware of someone else needing help, but he is afraid to call out, 1 should
approach him.”

Such helping behavior was primarily focused on mutual support during task-
fulfillment and thus frequently comprised assisting other community members in
finding ad-hoc solutions to suddenly occurring problems. For instance, we were
able to observe how members willingly helped each other out in establishing a
lost data link connection to an aircraft during an exercise or how the chief blasters
collectively fixed difficulties with a specific blast setup. This altruistic helping
behavior, however, was not simply limited to official duty hours but, rather, in
each community members also called each other on private cellphones when they
needed quick support. For example, Christian told us the story that he while shop-
ping in the mall on the weekend he was contacted several times by community
members, who were deployed in Afghanistan and needed his advice and his opi-
nion on a blast setup. Community members of the Tactical Data Link Community
also established a similar reach-back procedure via an official laptop that some
members were always carrying with them on and off official duty. Claas from the
TDLC explained:

“We know that within critical situations there is always someone reachable. We also
have this laptop in the community, and they always have it with them, and thus they
can always send and receive messages independently from duty hour regulations or
the intranet. This would break away if we abolished this informal side.”

Furthermore, many informants recurrently expressed that without this helping
behavior and mutual support effective task-fulfillment would hardly have been
possible, particularly in light of the increasingly dynamic nature of their domains.
The ongoing performance of the cultural resource of comradery further reflects the
absence of direct reciprocity within communities of practice. As Wasko & Faraj
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(2005) note, community members do not expect future help from the same reci-
pient of support; rather, it is collectively acknowledged that any problem will be
dealt with by the community. As Bob, a chief blaster pointed out:

“You do not go to a single member, and you say be aware I have helped you three
times now it is your turn. No, definitely not. It is more general like someone will
be found who then will help out.”

The absence of direct reciprocity, however, does not mean that lurking is an accep-
ted behavior within these informal exchanges. Comments from informants suggest
that community members, indeed, observe each other’s contributions and do not
accept continued help refusal by others. As Nick described it: “Of course you
realize who is helping you and who does not. Sometimes one asks oneself: Is he
not able or does he not want to help. But these things are clarified one to one.”

When asked why they help each other, answers often included sayings like
“that is how it should be” or “because we are soldiers”. Hence, voluntarily helping
each other and sharing information about the joint activities can be read as the
situated and ongoing instantiation of the learned norm of comradery.

Adapting learned cultural resources. In addition to the ongoing actualization
of learned cultural resources, the data analysis revealed how members contex-
tually adapted their cultural repertoire by molding cultural resources within their
community interactions. Such revised and contextually adapted cultural resources
were, on the one hand practices ensuring quality and excellence in community
activities and, on the other, practices of open collaboration.

As mentioned before, the praxis within the communities is focused on the
respective task at hand, which also becomes evident in several practices that aim
at ensuring a high quality of community solutions. In particular, the data analysis
revealed four mechanisms by which members secured ongoing high quality within
their informal activities.

First, members regularly incorporated formal guidelines, regulations, and offi-
cial field manuals into their activities, so that developed solutions were applicable
within the whole organization. As the explanations above have shown, many of the
communities’ resourcing activities evolved around formal knowledge resources
like field manuals or official documents that were considered natural constraints
to problem-solving. However, this does not imply an unreflective application of
formal rules but, rather, official guidelines were always interpreted and critically
questioned about their usefulness and appropriateness to everyday operations. In
this way, our informants always viewed formal requirements as malleable. As
Otto explained the TDLC’s handling of formal guidelines:
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“We have our official field manuals on how to set up our networks, but we handle
the sequence relatively freely because if we only operate after the same steps the
result will always be the same, and we might overlook other aspects.”

Members, thus, acknowledged the formal requirements; yet, at the same time,
they intentionally worked in grey areas or exhausted their limits in order to
enable effective practicing in a changing environment. Simultaneously, members
routinely searched for ways and channels to formalize their community-based
solutions. The culture of formalism, thus, continued into community interactions
but, at the same time, was contextually attenuated. Also, this finding illustrates
how bureaucratic structures and formalisms are engaged by organization members
who creatively search for responses and solutions (Milosevic, Bass, & Combs,
2018).

Second, informants within each CoP described that errors occurring within
discussions or exercises were always proactively handled, in the sense that the
community immediately addressed and corrected problems or inaccuracies. As
Bob recalled:

“The quality is basically ensured by the community itself, in the sense if someone
says something wrong, which can happen because not everyone is as deep into
every topic, then automatically others will correct it. It is basically a form of
self-censorship.”

As this quote exemplifies, high quality was secured through self-regulation within
the communities. At the same time, informants of the CBC and TDLC regu-
larly emphasized the natural character of errors or mistakes during practicing
due to the domains’ complexity or the general novelty of procedures and tech-
niques. Hence, members viewed errors as parts of the trade and handled them
benevolently. Beyond that, data link experts sometimes even deliberately deviated
from well-known procedures in order to discover further possible malfunctions
of their communications terminals and to collectively develop promising problem
solutions during their meetings.

Third, to ensure high quality and professional discussions around the tasks,
membership in the communities was in some ways limited. That is, only sol-
diers, who had passed particular training programs or individuals with a relevant
professional background became part of the practice. For example, the CBC
limited membership to soldiers, who participated in the chief blaster course. Like-
wise, membership in the Cultural Advisory Community exclusively comprised
individuals with knowledge of cultural, ethnological, or regional aspects. These
membership limitations, however, were not formally prescribed; instead, they
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were naturally emerging from the self-selected nature of these informally unfol-
ding interactions. Thus, membership is self-selected based on one’s expertise,
personal interest, and motivation to engage with others in the practice.

Fourth, informants recurrently reported that the official rank of community
members was of secondary importance during community interactions; rather,
professional knowledge and competence were essential parameters of one’s influ-
ence on coordination within the CoP. As, for example, Karl from the CBC pointed
out: “I would say that rank does not play a role. Actually, the hierarchy is some-
what evaded because everyone in our community talks about the same things and
has the same goal.” This development was observable across all three commu-
nities. Claas expressed it for the TDLC as follows: “And the reason behind this
is that the rank nowadays actually does not say anything about the professional
competence.” High quality community solutions thus were secured by adapting
learned norms on hierarchy in favor of coordination based on professional com-
petence. Overall, it is evident that members at the same time incorporated and
altered learned cultural resources about formalism, bureaucracy, and hierarchy in
their shared practice.

Besides molding cultural resources to achieve high quality, community mem-
bers shaped a norm of open collaboration to counter the observed developments of
political communication and lack of information sharing in official meetings. Col-
laboration within the observed communities was centered on idea and knowledge
exchange to solve ad-hoc problems or create resources such as training cour-
ses, workshops, or handbooks. These collaborative efforts, in particular, relied on
mutual openness and outspokenness, in the sense that controversial discussions
and critical questioning were allowed and continuously performed behaviors in
community interactions.

Members cultivated this openness through several social practices situated in
the context of the CoPs. On the one hand, members developed their own informal
but professional languages that allowed them to openly communicate and colla-
borate with each other (Brown & Duguid, 1991). Such a shared language evolved
in each case around the specific knowledge area of a given community and mem-
bers continuously refined it while they engaged in joint praxis. The development
of professional verbiages such as acronyms, technical terms, and conceptions is,
again, an indicator of the strong task focus of the inquired communities. This
shared language was in some instances derived from official artifacts such as the
communities’ official field manuals or handbooks, but in instances where official
knowledge resources were scarce members relied on developing their own termi-
nology. Returning to the tactical data link experts, Andi expressed: “These are all
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deeply ingrained acronyms and notions, which establish an own language and if
you do not know this language then you are lost. That is just the way it is.”

This shared language was not simply limited to professional verbiage, mem-
bers also regularly introduced new informal notions, terms, or acronyms into their
social praxis. Again, an example from the TDLC illustrates this dynamic:

“Afk [abbreviation for: away from keyboard computer language], I do not know
where this is coming from, definitely not from the official regulation and it is not
an official TDL acronym that is general chat language. I think someone started it
last week and by now it is accepted” (Claas).

Additionally, it was evident that members practiced what they refer to as “comra-
dely tone”, describing an informal, unofficial language among them. Individuals
within the communities thus were mostly on a first name basis despite rank dif-
ferences. Again, as Claas described: “The community lives from this laissez-faire
style such as being on a first name basis even with officers and superiors”. Also,
the chief blasters developed their language; for example, other members called
Christian the “old one”. This informality also included non-domain-specific com-
munication among members which occasionally involved blowing off steam or
sharing personal problems and concerns with other community members.

Most informants mentioned mutual respect as additionally aiding open colla-
boration, meaning that even when rank hierarchies where obscured, community
members engaged with each other with decency and politeness. As Paul recalled
the discussions within the TDLC:

“And when there are officers in our workshops you just deal with them respectfully,
that is not something special, if he is talking, you are listening, and if you have a
question you ask it, and you discuss it. It is reasonable.”

Moreover, informants recurrently mentioned mutual trust among community
members as a central feature of their relations that enabled open collaboration.
In particular, open knowledge exchange and controversial discussions were enab-
led via trust in other members’ integrity, in the sense that members felt the safety
that critical topics or remarks verbalized during meetings remain inside the com-
munity. In the Cultural Advisory Community, for example, any interactions at the
annual conference were under the Chatham House Rule'“. Dennis highlighted
this:

14The Chatham House Rule originates from the Royal Institute for International Affairs
and states: “When a meeting, or part thereof, is held under the Chatham House Rule,
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“In our community [the CAC] we have the security that sensitive data will not be
used otherwise and you can really speak your mind. That is, this trust between us
and that is a huge plus for us.”

Likewise, members of the other communities established such a risk-free environ-
ment via more implicit rules that enable openness. Andi, for instance, describes
the discussions during the TDL workshop:

“And we really go down deep, I mean we really mean business. It might occa-
sionally happen that people quarrel with each other. However, afterward, they will
drink a beer because they just expressed their opinion and it can be loud sometimes
but always with respect. That is just part of it.”

In sum, community members adapted their cultural repertoire as they formed
their own informal cultures by resourcing practices such as open collaboration
and high excellence within their community interactions in order to navigate
the experienced cultural contradictions and to finally be able to develop adaptive
responses.

5.2.4 Constructing a New Community Schema

During the processes of generating new specialized resources, explained above,
community members develop a new shared schema that is shaped within and
guides their ongoing interactions. These schemas are central to sensemaking
because they enable individuals to negotiate a complicated and potentially con-
fusing world. People draw on their schemas to interpret, understand, and react
to events or stimuli occurring around them (Balogun & Johnson, 2004; Gioia
& Poole, 1984; Labianca, Gray, & Brass, 2000). A community schema, thus,
can be viewed as a shared knowledge structure that encompasses shared under-
standings about the community’s history, tasks, goals, and activities that enable
member’s interpretation and meaning-making of new occurring information and
subsequently guide their activities in response to that information.

This shared schema starts to evolve as members collectively begin to make
sense of their practice and interpret the environmental changes unfolding around

participants are free to use the information received, but neither the identity nor the affi-
liation of the speaker(s), nor that of any other participant, may be revealed” (retrieved
from: http://www.chathamhouse.org/about/chatham-house-rule on 19.03.2018).
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them. Thus, they start to collectively give meaning to unfolding events by discus-
sing, negotiating and questioning them without a formal authority being present.
From these collective meaning-making processes a shared notion about the com-
munity’s task is constructed among members. That is, members negotiate and
agree upon what they believe are essential features of their jobs. Informants from
the Cultural Advisory Community, for example, reported how they quickly came
to the understanding that intercultural competence—and in particular mission
advisory—is an important asset in contemporary military operations. Kevin from
the CAC noted: “And we quickly recognized the meaningfulness behind this whole
thing, that is, these intercultural mission advisors are a valuable asset for officers
commanding troops in missions because we prevent friction in operations.” Den-
nis added to this: “And we have this I would call it common understanding that
we say intercultural competence is important because it bonds together, saves
blood, and it protects you to keep your nerves.”

Likewise, members of the Tactical Data Link Community started to negotiate
meaning about the dynamics in the link practice. As many informants noted,
these collective meaning-making processes did not come without friction, descri-
bing that individuals with different worldviews—mostly because they came from
different service areas—initially clashed with each other. Sensemaking within the
TDLC, thus, was accompanied by struggling over the prerogative of interpretation.
Frank recalled this:

“And initially we had many conflicts of interest, different procedures, different goal
aspirations, and various notions about how we like to deploy this [TDLs]. We
needed to fight this out, but as soon as we fought this out, we quickly became a
community.”

As Frank pointed out, the community evolved as several actors negotiated a com-
mon understanding of the task at hand. Fred emphasized this: “And we really have
this shared understanding and notion across all branches now.” Simultaneously,
members established shared understandings about how to develop their areas in
order to answer the identified needs. To put it differently, members developed
shared perceptions of the future as they negotiated meaning about how an ideal
situation in their domain might appear. As Marc (CAC) recalled: “We went about
it pretty progressively as we asked ourselves how the system should be structured,
what is the best possible condition for effectively and efficiently doing it on the
ground.” Community members thus organized their activities around shared per-
ceptions about what future specialized resources should look like. Consider the
example of the annual coping with culture conference again. Kevin recalled:
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“And we tried to go about these conferences a bit more strategically and looked at
what kind of other conferences are there. For example, in Britain the Culture and
Conflict this one was nice from a networking perspective but content-wise not as
much. I mean it was just presentation of your topic, five minutes’ discussion, and
that is it. Then in Austria, we had a meeting, a copy room with ten guys this was
also nice but not what we had pictured. Thus we came to the impression that we
had to do our own conference which goes more into depth and has a workshop
character.”

As this quote illustrates, members developed a shared perception about a future
resource in light of their own experiences which members later enacted as they
planned and organized the conference. These tentative ideas were adjusted over
time while members started to enact their schema by building and shaping the
actual resources in practice.

In addition to this sensemaking about the community’s aspirations, the evol-
ving community schema also entailed profoundly ingrained and widely accepted
beliefs about how members viewed their role within the armed forces. That
is, the knowledge structures on military service were still a salient part of the
newly forming community schema, which becomes evident as members related
their community activities to traditional core values of the military organizations.
Hence, instead of experiencing community activities as contradictory to formal
organizational hierarchy, they instead viewed their informal praxis as compatible
to the formal organization. For instance, informants never viewed their activi-
ties as a means to themselves; instead, they interpreted these efforts as direct
contributions to the overall system effectiveness. As Bernd from the CAC noted:

“The network helps to utilize this intercultural capacity for the whole armed forces
because we bring everything together and make it useful. In particular, for the
mission preparations but also for standard training.”

Likewise, members in the TDLC emphasized that the community’s activities
directly contribute to the organization. Andi explained it:

“In the end, we [the TDLC] produce a part of the information superiority of the
armed forces, by enabling communication between vessels, aircraft, and the army
in real-time.”

Other occurrences in the data showed that members made sense of their resour-
cing activities as aiding to the overall organizational development. For instance,
informants recurrently expressed that their efforts would “push the armed forces
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forward”. In this sense, members inherently thought of their communities as
drivers of organizational change. As Christopher aptly put it:

“These people [the CAC] don’t want to advance themselves, they rather want to
effectuate something in the system [the organization] not destructively but rather
constructively in order to develop the armed forces and make it fit for the future.”

Similarly, Christian from the chief blasters pointed out: “We always see it this
way if we do not do it nobody will do it but we do it within the meaning of
the organization and in the meaning for the soldiers.” This strong orientation
on organizational core values also finds expression in informant’s statements that
relate their activities to organizational efficiency and cost savings. In this context
Karl from the CBC pointed out what the introduction of civilian explosives might
effect:

“We now work on introducing the civilian explosives into the armed forces and if
we manage that they are relatively easy to order. I am sure that this will happen
because other nations do it as well. Then the armed forces will save much money
because these new exploders are way more efficient.”

Altogether, the findings show that community members arrange newly shared
schemas that both entail knowledge and shared notions about how to react to
the unfolding environmental dynamics and a shared orientation on organizational
core values. Consequently, the resourcing activities are oriented towards finding
solutions to adaptive pressures as well as doing this in line with the overall
organizational mission.

5.2.5 Summary of Section

As I did in part 1 of the findings, I will again explain the above narrative des-
cription from a theoretical perspective and thereby develop the grounded model
further (Figure 5.4).

The cultural dynamics between communities of practice and the broader orga-
nizational context starts with individuals learning and internalizing the cultural
repertoire (4. in Figure 5.4). According to Swidler (1986), a repertoire entails
diverse cultural resources from which actors draw to develop strategies of action.
From a resourcing perspective, these resources remain potential resources until
individuals put them into practice. Then the potential resource becomes a resource
in use (Feldman, 2004; Feldman & Worline, 2012). More specifically, potential
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resources are schemas or frameworks that become actualized when people uti-
lize them in action. That is, resources are assets that allow individuals to enact
a specific schema (Feldman, 2004). Following this logic, the cultural repertoire,
consequently, consists of cultural schemas that can be understood as “knowledge
structures that represent objects or events and provide default assumptions about
their characteristics, relationships, and entailments” (DiMaggio, 1997, p. 269).

Similarly, Weber & Dacin define cultural repertoires as: “schematic identi-
ties, frames, roles, stories, (and) scripts” (2011, p. 289). Individuals reproduce
these structures/schemas in everyday activities as they practice this structured
knowledge (Sewell, 1992). Cultural resourcing, therefore, describes the process
of individuals drawing on their repertoires and enacting their cultural schemas,
thereby, reifying and most importantly modifying cultural resources in practice.
Below, I will explicate this cultural resourcing process in detail.

The resourcing process unfolds as individuals start to make sense of their
surroundings, in particular of leadership behaviors and formal practices of orga-
nizing, against their cultural schemas (the learned repertoire). Individuals, thus,
utilize the cultural repertoire as they bracket their experiences (Weick, 1995;
Weick, Sutcliffe, & Obstfeld, 2005), that is they identify, categorize, and eva-
luate relevant stimuli from their organizational environment (Canato, Ravasi, &
Phillips, 2013; Harris, 1994). Cultural schemas, in particular, help individuals
to interpret stimuli as ordinary occurrences or at variance within the expected
(Harris, 1994; Weick et al., 2005). Resulting from these sensemaking efforts
are cultural contradictions, or what I have termed cultural dissonance, meaning
that stimuli occur in everyday organizational life which only fit poorly into the
once internalized cultural schemas (5. in Figure 5.4). In other words, individu-
als observe and experience culturally inconsistent behaviors and practices around
them.

The occurrence of such a dissonance spurs the cultural resourcing within the
evolving communities of practice (6. in Figure 5.4). Members contextually repro-
duce and enact learned schemas of comradery and professional soldiering along
their self-organized praxis. Using resourcing language, they draw on potential
resources and transform them into resources in use by actually practicing them
in local social interactions (Feldman, 2004). The enactment of these cultural
resources reflects and embodies existing cultural assumptions from the broader
context within a novel and informal local contexts for organizing (Hatch, 1993).
Enacting learned cultural schemas in the context of the community is possible
through the transposable nature of schemas. Transportability of schemas means
that they can be applied to cases outside of the context in which they were initi-
ally learned (Sewell, 1992). Central elements of the broader normative culture
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are, therefore, constituted and reconstituted in the doing of work (Giorgi et al.,
2015; Hatch, 1993; Smets et al., 2012). More specifically, members resource these
learned and internalized schemas in the doing of informal and self-organized com-
munity work. In particular, individuals construct these cultural resources such as
comradery around community rituals and community symbols.

Simultaneously, the occurrence of cultural dissonance triggers what scholars
describe with deliberate mode (DiMaggio, 1997), mindfulness (Weick, Sutcliffe,
& Obstfeld, 1999), or intentful action (Jarzabkowski, 2004) meaning that during
such moments of interruption or schema failure, individuals act reflectively and
intelligently as they override programmed modes of thought (DiMaggio, 1997).
Cultural resources are thus reinterpreted and contextually adapted where they are
being viewed as contradictory or unrewarding (Hatch, 1993). For example, mem-
bers in the studied CoPs contextually adapt and alter learned cultural resources
of formality, hierarchy, and rank structure by reinterpreting and incorporating
them into their emerging social practices, e.g., beliefs on formal requirements
and bureaucracy are part of a high excellence norm within the studied CoPs.
On the other hand, community members discard traditional schemas/resources
and replace them with new practices within their community interactions; such is
the case with norms of hierarchy and rank that members substitute with social
practices based on professional competence. This cultural change thus occurs
because actors continuously reweave their webs of beliefs to accommodate new
experiences (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002).

The cultural change unfolding within CoPs is thus not a complete over-
ride of beliefs or internalized schemas (Bridwell-Mitchell, 2016) but, rather, the
contextually driven nuanced adaptation and modification of cultural resources.
As Kellogg (2011) notes, individuals without powerful cultural toolkits tend to
informally organize for change as they convert existing resources instead of fun-
damentally transforming them. More specifically, community members juxtapose
traditional cultural resources and newly resourced ones such as the openness and
rank-free interactions within the context of the CoPs.

Together, this creates what Jarzabkowski (2004) terms hybrid practices that
enable new modes for action while simultaneously retaining traditional practi-
ces. Similarly, Howard-Grenville et al. (2011) describe liminal spaces in which
familiar and unfamiliar elements are combined to create a new culture. In this
sense, the above narrative illustrates how individuals generate hybrid community
cultures consisting simultaneously of old and new cultural resources.

This newly generated informal culture—established by cultural resources that
are put into practice—in turn, energizes further action. The informal commu-
nity culture allows members to develop and enact a context-specific community
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schema that entails knowledge and shared notions about how members actually
want to respond to their experienced needs and adaptive challenges in addition
to shared notions on how their activities are oriented towards organizational core
values (7. in Figure 5.4). Again, this finding can be explained using a resour-
cing lens. According to Feldman & Worline (2012), resourcing can be ampliative,
which means that, once resourced, schemas can become potential resources for
other schemas. In other words: “resourced frameworks can become resources for
other frameworks” (Feldman & Worline, 2012, p. 635). In this sense, resourcing
their own informal and local cultures enables community members to construct
and enact their community-specific schemas and thus actually generate responses
to the environmental complexity in the form of new handbooks, training courses
and opportunities and so forth.

In summary, the current findings illustrate the cultural embeddedness of com-
munities of practice within a hierarchical organization. That is, the local social
praxis situated in communities is linked to the broader socio-cultural structure
of the FAF via the mechanisms of cultural resourcing. The unfolding commu-
nity activities are, thus, profoundly intertwined and embedded within the cultural
context of the organization. Furthermore, the illustrated dynamics explain how,
at the same time, cultural continuity and cultural change unfolds between CoPs
and their organizational ambiance as members’ praxis shapes hybrid community
cultures. Consequently, organizational culture in this view is an ongoing accom-
plishment that is at the same time stable and changing and, therefore, always in
the stage of becoming (Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Feldman & Worline, 2016;
Tsoukas & Chia, 2002).

5.3  Findings Part 3: Formal Leaders Interactions
with Emergent CoPs

To this point, I have focused my deliberations predominantly on community-
internal processes that explicate community emergence as a process of self-
organized resource generation (cultural resources and specialized resources) that
occurs as a response to an increasing environmental complexity. In the following
section, I will unpack how formal leaders influence these emerging processes.
Although most of the above-described resourcing activities unfold without formal
superiors and leaders being present in such communities, members nevertheless
interact with formal leadership throughout their daily service which naturally
affects their self-organized praxis. Intriguingly, the data did not reveal a single
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superior or formal leader who influenced one of the three CoPs as a whole; ins-
tead, leadership relationships arose whenever community members interacted with
direct superiors, department heads, or upper echelon leaders. Specifically, the data
revealed four distinct influencing patterns dynamically occurring in these relati-
ons which I will introduce below. Again, Figure 5.5 displays the data structure
for this section and Table 5.4 provides additional informants quotes.

Table 5.4 Representative quotes underlying first-order themes (Findings part 3)

Enabling CoP emergence

Granting Dennis: “You should not forget we are not talking here about a standard
free space process. Instead, we are talking about something completely new, and
now I cannot press this into a process; rather I need the freedom to
develop it, and this is really important.”

Will: “And in such phases of a new domain it was mainly driven by
pragmatism and fixing mundane problems in organizing. (...) And for
such activities, you need to give freedom.”

Bob: “Most of the time they (formal leaders) just let us do our things.”

Fostering Christopher: “What is really important in my opinion is that superiors
trusting do not distrust people working in such networks. In our unit that worked
relations quite good.”

Martin: “And usually the superiors just trust in the frontlines and all the
communities because they do not have that deep of knowledge in this
area.”

Resourcing additional assets to CoPs

Granting Bernd: “The role of superiors and command is crucial for the informal
material work within the network because, in the end, they have to grant us time
resources and budget for traveling to meetings. If I want to access this network I

have to be there, I have to meet with others; I have to introduce myself
to others and so on. If my command does not support this, it is dead. At
least for our department.”

Mary: “And when you introduce something like a new course that also
cost some money, and it needs a budgetary basis, and it is difficult to
manage this from the frontlines. So you need support from superiors and
other units.”

Providing Bernd: “And our commanding officer, a high general, participated at the
immaterial | first conference and he told us that he believes in the purposefulness of
resources these activities around intercultural competencies and by that he really

supported us. And more is not really needed.”

Christian: “And from my point of view the key thing is that there is
some acceptance from formal superiors as well as the higher
departments.”

(continued)
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Table 5.4 (continued)

Mutual adjustment of schemas

Giving sense | Dennis: “And in this pioneering phase of something novel that needs to
be built you need maximum freedom, but also a vision.”

Negotiating | Christopher: “And we had some leaders, who were interested in the
sense overall issue and gave impulses. That is, they helped us to sort things
collectively |out.”

Christian: “It is really different, for instances, our general here he is
really interested, and we discuss it often.”

Transforming emergent resource

Formalizing | Andi: “And this summer school is now part of an own master degree
emergent course, so it’s a part a formal course that is done with the Center of
resources Excellence.”

Mary: “And that’s why the unit in the DoD is so important for us
because they can support and formalize it. For example, they helped us
with integrating it into the training catalogs and they promoted it within
the organization. This are things that are hard to do bottom-up and are
easier top-down because they reach further than we.”

Supporting | Robert: “And if leaders help to formalize these evolving things they also
further help to motivate.”®
activities

4The quotes are also used in a published journal article Schulte, et al. (2020)

5.3.1 Enabling CoP Emergence

This first section unpacks how formal leaders shape enabling structures for com-
munity emergence by creating conditions within their units or departments that
allow and seed informal activities. In particular, enabling community emergence
includes superiors granting space to their subordinates in addition to fostering
trusting relationships with them. Informants, therefore, recurrently mentioned that
especially during the beginning stages of their activities, formal leaders withheld
direct influence in the form of specific instructions to them. For example, Bernd
from the Cultural Advisory Community recalled: “There weren’t any direct inter-
ventions from formal superiors in a sense that we have to do this or that within
the community specifically”. Returning to the TDLC, Frank equally recalled how
his formal leaders did not intervene with developments on the frontlines:

“Superiors who affect the community negatively are seldom. I actually can’t remem-
ber a case where superiors hampered us in our community work. This is because
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most superiors on a certain level do not understand what we really do and thus
grant us much space.”

In this context, many informants also stressed that too much external influence
in the form of direct interventions, structuring, and governance of their activities
by formal superiors would hamper their emergence or, in the worst case, would
ultimately lead to their demise. For example, Lukas from the link community
noted when asked what would happen if formal leadership would interfere: “Ac-
tually, it would probably lead to a situation where also the formal communication
and therefore the whole knowledge transfer between all areas would fall asleep.”
Members in other practices areas mentioned similar concerns about too much
external influence. Mary from the CAC recalled:

“And an outstanding active community is not manageable. As soon as someone
would start managing it, it soon after would probably no longer exist. No, that is
actually this informal side which is powerful.”

Consequently, informants recurrently underlined the importance of formal leaders
enabling community emergence by tolerating and permitting informal praxis that
went beyond formal regulations or specific orders. As Dennis (CAC) pointed out:

“The work within a network always needs time but I took it, and I always had
superiors who let me do it even without a STAN order. (...) In my case, it was
my direct superior, who gave me maximum freedom.”

Self-organized resource generation within CoPs is thus recurrently linked to lea-
ders granting space and freedom to community members. For instance, Christian
from the chief blaster community emphasized how important such free space was
for engaging in this growing network:

“In our case, it was definitely the freedom that was granted to this field of duties
because it really was continuously emerging as novel things were introduced, a
new course was conceptualized and I was part of this from the beginning and if all
had been predefined there wouldn’t be the opportunity to co-create this.”

Likewise, Henry pointed out the importance of enabling leadership:

ISSTAN stands for Stirke- und Ausriistungsnachweis, which describes the planned
endowment of material and personnel of an organizational unit within the FAF.
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“And they [formal leaders] enable it by giving their permission to us for going to
advanced training opportunities [civilian blasting assignments] and for us that is
the battalion’s commanding officer, but I have to say we were fortunate here. In the
past years they always supported this.”

Not only did community members stress this form of autonomy but also formal
leaders acknowledged that these new emerging developments need space. For
instance, Bill, who at that time was a colonel and head of the Center for Ope-
rative Communications (COpCom) where Kevin and other intercultural mission
advisers were stationed, pointed out: “I have always tried to give those new, emer-
ging issues enough freedom and space to develop.” Christopher experienced his
formal superiors in a similar vein as he started to cross the boundaries of his
official position at the Center for Geographic Information to connect with other
intercultural experts:

“I started to develop the first contacts with other units, and this was the starting
point actually. Thus it started to grow because the topic [intercultural compe-
tence] had a great significance for missions abroad. I also started to persuade my
superiors, and they gave me the liberty to do this kind of work.”

As this quote illustrates, Christopher experienced superiors who allowed informal
praxis and granted autonomy to him instead of instructing specific behavior via
direct objectives. Additionally, this quote also exemplifies another critical facet of
this leadership relation. That is, community members persuaded, informed, and
educated their formal leaders about the tensions, needs, and the evolving resour-
cing dynamics. In other words, they engaged in issue-selling (Dutton, Ashford,
O’Neill, & Lawrence, 2001; Howard-Grenville, 2007) by discussing and presen-
ting pressing topics to their formal superiors. As Hans recalled: “And actually
there was a lot of persuasion work from the bottom, meaning I persuaded my
superiors and it came to fruition because they were open enough to listen to me.”
As Hans pointed out, this required formal leaders, who would take the time for
such open discussions about new developments. Likewise, Kevin recalled how at
the COpCom the new ideas for a training course and the annual conference were
communicated to higher officials:

“And actually we distributed our ideas to command along our channels in order
to look at how command reacts to it. Thus, we either gave these ideas to our staff
[the staff of the commanding officer] or informally to the DoD because there were
two departments that were also responsible for this.”
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As Kevin pointed out, community members of the CAC informed their supe-
riors and superior departments relatively early on about the ideas and initiatives
emanating from the frontlines.

Furthermore, informants recurrently stated that superiors often facilitated expe-
rimentation, testing, and tryouts as the initiatives were informally pushed forward.
For instance, Kevin recalled how he experienced his commander when he and his
fellow comrades started playing with the idea of a specialized training program
for intercultural mission advisors:

“There weren’t any official instructions from our superiors such as you have to
do it this way in this quality to that date; rather, we had implicit agreements with
the commander, who recognized that this is beneficial and thus gave us space to
develop our weird ideas and test them.”

This form of experimentation was often facilitated through a high error tolerance
from command, in the sense that formal leaders established benevolent handling
of friction. This involved tolerating the unconventional ideas and new ways of
thinking emanating from community activities. As one of our informants pointed
out:

“When I approached my direct superiors with a somewhat strange idea, they did
not immediately shoot it down. (...) And this has something to do with error cul-
ture. Error culture is a big part and, therefore, the role of superiors cannot be
overvalued.”

In the case of the Chief Blaster Community, Karl also emphasized the importance
of experimentation and room for potential errors:

“In particular, in the area of blasting techniques, there are so many things, and
you have to really stress that sometimes you just have to test things out unknowing
of the actual outcome. For example, the blast at Fischbeck during the flood, the
two chief blasters just tried it out because one led them freely do it.”

Besides the granted autonomy and free space, informants reported on how trusting
relationships with formal leaders were essential in enabling community activities.
In particular, members perceived the trust from leaders in community members’
professional expertise as pivotal for operating outside of formal boundaries and
official guidelines. Again, Dennis recalled: “Establishing trusting relationships is
a central leadership aspect, in particular within this new context of developing
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something [the practice of intercultural mission advisory] completely new. Spea-
king for myself, I experienced this ideal-typical by my own superiors.” Likewise,
members of the TDLC recalled how superiors’ trust in the professional compe-
tence of NCOs and link operators was a crucial element in leadership relations.
For example, Fred mentioned:

“And then they [formal leaders] give us freedom. For example, by now I know that
I do not have to go to my superior with every triviality because meanwhile, the
trust is there, in the sense that he says the professional knowledge is there and just
do it.”

Similarly, Otto mentioned: “And the command, you have to say so, they really
took a leap of faith. This is actually a voluntary waiver of their right to intervene.”
In general, such trusting relationships between formal leaders and community
members evolved over time during ongoing social interactions. Intriguingly, the
data show that interactions were regularly initiated through community members
as they approached their direct superiors with their problems and needs, instead
of being built by formal leaders.

Overall, the above narrative description illustrates that formal leaders grant
autonomy and free space to community activities but also establish close and
trusting relationships to single community members by taking time to listen to
their needs and ideas. This might be counterintuitive as autonomy is usually
linked with more laissez-faire leadership styles or loosely coupled relations, in
the sense that formal leaders leave the communities of practice alone (Marion
& Uhl-Bien, 2001). From the current study’s findings, one might conclude that
establishing close relations between formal leaders and community members
regarding ongoing open discourse and mutual trust, actually enables granting
more autonomy in thinking and acting to subordinates. Consequently, both auto-
nomy and trusting relationships together foster the conditions for community
emergence. These conditions or enabling structures are, therefore, continually
constructed in social practice between members and formal leaders. Because lea-
dership is embedded in these social relations, another difficulty that can threaten
ongoing community activities is the fact that, in the military particularly, officers
are regularly transferred to other posts which causes discontinuous relationships
between members and superiors. Christian from the CBC noted in this context:

“This can really vary, at the moment there is much restructuring that means some
units are dissolved, and now we are appointed to another unit, and many superiors
changed. Therefore, many relations that grew over the years with the old boss are
now gone.”
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5.3.2 Resourcing Additional Assets to CoPs

In addition to establishing enabling structures, formal leaders also provided the
resourcing activities with material and immaterial assets which supported and
catalyzed them further. Hence, another critical leadership practice by formal
superiors consists of providing community members with official resources and
delegating the decision making power regarding their use to subordinates. Spe-
cifically, informants frequently mentioned two resources that were essential in
conducting their community activities: namely time and budgets. Consider the
CAC’s annual conference, for example; although the idea for planning such a con-
ference emerged from first informal discussions among a few soldiers, subsequent
meetings with other experts in the domain at other departments required time
during official duty hours and finances mainly used for traveling. For instance,
Christopher remembered:

“If a unit or department wants these communities and their value in the form of new
training and so on, they have to equip them with funds, and that means basically
money, time, and personnel (...). If, however, I tell my subordinates to wait, to stay
here and do your official jobs, then it gets critical because the network ultimately
will fall apart.”

As this quote shows, ongoing community praxis was only facilitated after com-
mand had granted additional resources and the freedom to use them. As the
granting of financial assets within the FAF always requires an official justifi-
cation, which is usually a written order, members often drafted such orders for
their meetings and passed them to their superiors for approval. Returning to the
TDL Management Workshop, informants recurrently mentioned that after the
first, mostly informal, meetings members started to draft written orders for this
meeting. Otto for example mentioned:

“There is always a justification, and this comes from the DEU TDLMC [the mana-
gement cell] and their colonel signs the order that [name] has to do this workshop
and good. You know, you always need a budgetary basis so that people can travel
and so on.”

Members of the CBC followed a similar pattern when civilian demolition com-
panies invited them to blast assignments. That is, they also informed their
commanding officers and prepared a written order for them to approve their
participation in this training. Henry described this in his own words:
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“And we talk to our battalion commander and when he approves we will write the
order which of course he signs and that is the basis for us to be officially secured
and participate in this activity. This is about insurance, accommodation, vehicles
and all those things.”

In some cases, CBC members even participated in such advanced training oppor-
tunities on construction sites in their leisure time. Formal leaders, however, again
had to approve personal leave for these activities. Nick, for example, mentioned:
“And our superiors enable this by granting us leave to go on these advanced
training opportunities.”

Furthermore, formal leaders within the TDL domain in some cases even
actively supported the networking and community building by encouraging their
subordinates to take trips to meetings and conferences. Claas, for instance,
described his superiors:

“And due to the complexity of these issues, our superiors meanwhile suggest this
networking to us when they say there is a meeting be it national or international
and tell us to find out, and what is it about, and is it relevant for our domain.”

Such proactive support of community activities was not apparent in every leader-
ship relation between members and their formal superiors. For example, members
of the Chief Blaster Community expressed the fear that with new superiors their
community activities may be hampered. Christian noted, in this context:

“And he can kill it [the community activities] by simply not approving the business
trips and then it is over and dead. At the moment I fear that some superiors now
see the chance to take countermeasures.”

Overall, formal leaders catalyzed community activities in their units and depart-
ments as they regularly approved community-related business trips without the
critical scrutiny of their official purpose. Additionally, formal leaders granting
their subordinates time for endeavors that were not primary job assignments was
as crucial, as was providing financial support for these activities. For instance,
the link operators on board Navy vessels were regularly permitted to visit the
informal link operator meeting at the home port. Lukas recalled this:

“And formal leaders support us; for example, if we attend the link operator meeting.
All the link operators are exempt from their everyday duties at the time of the
meeting without any problems because it is so important to maintain the contacts
within the community. One exception is of course when they are at sea.”
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Due to an increasing amount of missions and training duties for their ves-
sels, however, informants also noted that time for such informal meetings was
becoming increasingly scarcer. Again Lukas further noted:

“The main barriers at the moment are all these mission obligations or similar
obligations. It is not like that anymore, that you have all 20 to 25 link operators
present. If they all were present, that would be great. However, that is no longer
realistic because all ships are now on missions, or mission preparation, or mission
debriefing. Additionally, there are seminars and so on. So, if there are five to six at
this meeting, we are many. These are the resources we can still use.”

Similarly, Dennis from the CAC emphasized the importance of having time to
generally work on aspects regarding intercultural competence and develop these
entirely novel issues further. In particular, this required formal leaders, who deli-
berately by-passed the institutional logic of only focusing work effort and human
resources to formally predefined tasks but, instead, also allocated time and per-
sonnel to these new issues. Dennis recalled that this was, again, accompanied with
issue-selling and persuasion of superiors:

“But time is a real problem, I mean time as a resource if you in the first phase only
have one or two people working on this only in secondary tasks then you have to
persuade others that the secondary task now has become a primary task.”

As Dennis pointed out, it was vital that formal leadership recognized and simul-
taneously acknowledged the dynamic nature of the changing practice and shifted
resources—in this case working hours—towards them.

Formal leadership, however, not only channeled material assets to the dyna-
mics unfolding within CoPs, they also catalyzed these activities by engaging
in symbolic actions that underlined their support for the communities’ efforts.
Hence, they also provided immaterial resources such as legitimacy, recognition,
and appreciation to members. Consider the training course example from the CAC
again. Kevin described how he and his fellow practitioners experienced the visit
of a high-ranking general during the first Foreign Area Specialist course as a
symbolic form of acknowledgment and legitimization for themselves and their
practice:

“And for example, the commander of another big department, a three-star general,
acknowledged our training by saying he will participate in it and teach a lesson
himself. Therefore, he took a whole day for us, I mean this is a three-star general,
he is always busy, and that has to mean something.”
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As Kevin expressed, the symbolic action of an upper echelon leader who partici-
pated in the course and highlighted its importance provided community members
with a basis of legitimacy for their self-organized resourcing activities. Recei-
ving this form of legitimacy was particularly crucial for the CAC because their
domain was characterized by far-reaching novelty which involved promoting new
ways of thinking that were, for the most part, in opposition to traditional military
logic that views soldiers as fighters and not as armed social workers (Archival
data inventory: Tomforde, 2006). To counter this resistance and gain more offi-
cial resources from the organization, members relied on upper echelon leaders’
symbolic support. Ultimately, such symbolic support not only provides legitimacy
for the emerging bottom-up dynamics, it also has a strong motivational effect on
members as they feel that their efforts are recognized and valued by high ranking
officials.

Similarly, community members in the other practices experienced this form
of symbolic support from their superiors. Lukas for example from the TDLC
reported on how a formal leader visited their TDL Management workshop:

“And it is essential that superiors, for example, visit our meetings because there we
have the time and the space to talk about these things. And then there is a heated
discussion, and he [the formal leader] stands up and says I support you, I think
what you are doing here is good.”

Also, informants repeatedly expressed how in their everyday service formal lea-
ders’ recognition and appreciation of the community’s efforts served as motivation
and legitimation. As Dennis again recalled, “It is critical that our superiors give
us the feeling that our work matters and is indeed a core task.” Similarly, Claas
noted: “It is always a motivator when your work is valued.” Likewise, Bob from
the chief blasters recalled:

“And when you see that all the work you put into these new things gets honored
in some way, and by that I do not mean any official rewards or bonuses, just being
appreciated. Then I can take a lot out of it for myself.”

This form of recognition, yet again, requires formal leadership that is willing to
spend time with members of the frontlines, shows interest in their problems, and
supervises them in their day to day activities. As Christian noted:

“What we do is not a secret but, for example, I never had actual supervision in the
last years when I was teaching in front of specialized courses. Then I ask myself
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why there is no interest from superiors and, as a consequence, superiors do not
understand our problems when I point them out.”

As Christian highlighted, appreciation of members’ efforts also involved formal
leaders who showed interest in the practice and discussed it with subordinates
in everyday work. Many informants noted that this form of recognition did not
require official meetings or presentations in front of commanding officers but,
rather, short chats and private talks would be satisfactory.

Altogether, formal leaders catalyzed community emergence by equipping
members with material and immaterial resources. This leadership praxis thus
supported and legitimized the CoPs’ ongoing resourcing activities.

5.3.3 Mutual Adjustment of Schemas

Mutual adjustment of schemas, or in other words the co-orientation of mem-
bers and formal leaders, involves formal leaders who engage in both sensegiving
activities and open discourse with community members, resulting in the mutual
adjustment of actors’ underlying interpretative frameworks. As I mentioned
before, community members initially made sense of the environmental dynamics
and how to respond to them autonomously. That is, they developed their speci-
fic community schema with its shared understandings and notions about how to
respond to the identified needs. As the specialized resources such as the Foreign
Area Specialist course, the new blasting manual, or the TDL management work-
shop developed over time, however, members became more involved with their
superiors regarding these developments, and formal leaders inevitably began to
affect the communities’ activities. To put it differently, as the specialized resources
evolved so did the relationships between members and their formal superiors in
which formal leaders tried to give sense to these unfolding initiatives. Consider
the example of the Cultural Advisory Community, again, where the comman-
ding officer of the Center for Operative Communications repeatedly provided
overall mission narratives to his subordinates. These narratives often involved
broad visions about possible future states for the whole intercultural competence
domain. Kevin, for example, recalled how he experienced routine briefings with
the center’s commanding officer:

“And of course, we had our usual weekly briefings with command where our com-
mander introduced his vision and his agenda, describing where the whole domain
of psychological warfare is moving and what are new issues and topics. Thereby,
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he gave us points for orientation, and now I can say, okay, this is the domain, and
I know in which direction we want to actually move, and this is how we develop
the whole system further.”

As Kevin noted, instead of directly demanding specific behaviors, sensegiving by
higher officials was limited to providing wide perceptions about future develop-
ments in the practice, which enabled members to align their praxis accordingly
but also left enough space for community members’ creative efforts. Intriguin-
gly, this is similar to how Bill recalled his leadership at that time as he was the
commanding officer at the COpCom:

“And I always tried to give these new developments enough room. Also, I tried to
set some goals where we would like to go, but I left the decision on how to get
there with them. Actually, my chief of staff led them way more closely regarding all
the operative things of the day to day activities.”

Likewise, Hans from the CAC experienced formal superiors at the Leadership
Development and Civic Education Center who also engaged in sensegiving by
providing a broad vision:

“And what is equally as important as having autonomy is having a vision, which
should be transported by higher command. In particular, things like what do we
actually want and where are we going. My Colonel, for example, conveyed this
vision with positive perseverance and energy.”

In other practice areas, however, some informants reported that they sensed a lack
of such provided visions from formal leaders. For example, Jacob from the TDLC
mentioned:

“Sometimes I have the feeling that something is missing. 1 mean it works on
the frontlines, but it would be better if one thinks about the whole system and
makes sense about how we actually want to utilize Link 16. That is, the overall
understanding is missing and not really given.”

In other occurrences, sensegiving praxis simply involved formal leaders who ver-
balized general visions about the purpose of military duty and reminded their
subordinates of soldierly core values. In this way, formal leaders inevitably influ-
enced the schemas of community members by giving meaning to unfolding events
or, more generally, on soldierly service.

However, members were not only passive recipients of top-down given sense
and meaning but always made sense on their own and altered, rejected, or adopted
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the meanings and perspectives formal leaders gave to them. Note that there was no
single formal leader who formulated and influenced a CoP; instead, community
interactions were inevitably influenced by multiple, distributed leaders and their
sensegiving efforts. Consequently, members had to make sense of and negotiate
multiple perspectives to construct their own understanding of the practice.

Furthermore, other occurrences in the data suggest that some members even
functioned as sense givers towards formal leaders. In particular, members who
engaged in the aforementioned issue-selling activities inevitably influenced the
mental frameworks of leaders as they tried to persuade them of the significance
of their efforts and initiatives. Consequently, community members and leaders
mutually influenced each other’s perceptions while they discussed the emerging
issues and developments. This mutual sensemaking essentially entailed develo-
ping a shared understanding between members and formal leadership about the
evolving projects, mainly making sense of the resource’s configuration, its pri-
mary qualities, and purposes. Thus, external leadership of the community, in
this stage, was not the authoritarian and asymmetrical influence exerted based on
formal position; instead, leadership involved consensual negotiation of meaning
between actors from different organizational levels.

Returning to the Foreign Area Specialist course that was initiated by
CAC members, Kevin described how members from the frontlines and official
positions—higher command and the Department of Defense (DoD)—at first
had different notions about the emerging developments. In particular, several
members frequently discussed the community’s plan for the specialized training
program with positions in the Department of Defense who held the functional
responsibility and authority for the intercultural competence domain:

“Of course, both sides are required to keep each other informed on the things
developing so that the other side can get a picture of it and its knowledge is
connectable because otherwise, we talk about completely different things. Thus,
we influenced each other. For example, for the department [COpCom] as well the
DoD, the recruitment of additional advisors was always paramount because of
the personnel problems we experienced; we weren’t aware of this, and thus we
incorporated this thought. On the other hand, command has not seen the exchange
among practitioners and the training aspects we put in the center of things, and so
we introduced those issues into their world of thought.”

As Kevin highlighted, interactions between members and formal leaders entailed
a mutual adjustment of the actor’s underlying understandings. In consequence,
community members adapted the actual training course accordingly. Similarly,



5.3 Findings Part 3: Formal Leaders Interactions with Emergent CoPs 191

Bill recalled his experiences as a commanding officer at the COpCom and how
he made sense of these unfolding novel dynamics:

“And whenever possible I participated in their discussions and listened. Also in the
discussions where they talked about structures and the general setup of the domain
as well as conceptual papers that had to be written. I also read their [intercultural
mission advisors] mission reports and telephoned them in missions as much as
possible. From this, we recognized that they needed a more structured training.”

This quote not only shows how a superior made sense of the novel developments
but also exemplifies the openness of a formal leader who was willing to listen
to the concerns and suggestions from members of the frontlines and incorporate
their thoughts into his own meaning-making.

In other practices, this form of mutual adjustment was also apparent but was
complicated by frequently changing superiors or contacts at official positions. For
instance, Christian from the CBC reported how difficult it was to negotiate the
necessity of revising the blasting guidelines with official authorities responsible
for this field manual in light of new civilian blasting techniques:

“And I have seen it. I mean, I noticed that within these talks [with official positions]
the faces frequently change and people do not know what was discussed the last
time. Thus, we really had to start in the beginning each time and explain everything
why we have to change it and where the main problems are.”

As Christian pointed out, CBC members also engaged in shared sensemaking with
formal authorities about the resource’s properties; in this case the community’s
field manual.

Altogether, the above descriptions illustrate that formal leadership engaged in
sensegiving about the change occurring in their departments and units and, the-
refore, indeed was able to influence the self-organized resource generation within
the CoPs. This form of influence is more indirectly, broad, and emerging as rela-
tions between members and formal leaders evolve. Also, leadership in terms of
influencing actors’ thinking and behavior is more democratic than authoritarian,
in the sense that members and superiors mutually adjusted their schemas in light
of the unfolding change.
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5.3.4 Transforming Emergent Resources

Transforming the newly created specialized resources refers to formal leadership
that supports members in the last stage of the resourcing process; the transition
from community-induced and improvised resources into formal organizational
structures. Although several community-generated resources are bound to the
respective CoP, such as the relations to external actors in the domain or the
knowledge created in practice and thus cannot be transferred, some community
solutions needed to be transformed in official organizational responses. This final
stage of formalizing the bottom-up created resources often required superiors who
held authoritative power over official assets such as personnel, finances, or con-
cepts. In particular, this final aspect of the member-leader relation entailed that
members often prepared community-generated suggestions and proposals on how
to react to specific problems, which they forwarded to their formal superiors who,
in turn, formally administrated them into the official channels. For example, Frank
(TDLC) noted:

“And we also recognized problems of technical nature. For example, that we do
not have a certain capability for data links or data transmission and then we write
down the demand for requisition and negotiate it within the community and give
it into the official channels. Unfortunately, it then takes time until it is actually
implemented.”

Lukas added to this:

“Well it is not that our superiors scrutinize us by asking 10,000 times why we do
it, rather it is actually this way that if we have a proposal that is sound, they will
pass it forward.”

Particularly important in this phase of the self-organized resource generation pro-
cess was that formal leaders in higher hierarchical positions occasionally served
as promoters of the community solutions by disseminating information about the
frontline developments on higher organizational levels. Again members from the
TDLC noted in this context:

“And we have some officers who really say I will listen to my people and not only
do what is expected from me from the next higher superior. Instead, they really
represent our community opinion upwards. This is really important on a particular
level where only staff officers work; there you need a staff officer, who has your
back and supports you” (Claas).
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Likewise, Christian (CBC) reported how he regularly approached higher ran-
king officers, particularly, in situations that needed a decision about finances or
personnel.

“And sometimes I skipped a few levels and directly went to my general and pre-
sented the developments to him. In particular, when I was at a certain point where
I could not move forward, or certain levels blocked it.”

In this sense, high ranking officials were often crucial in promoting and sponso-
ring the communities’ activities and, therefore, enabled the transformation from
informal ideas to formal structure. Note, that this facet of the leadership relations
was also regularly induced from community members who searched for appro-
priate channels into the formal organizational hierarchy. Also, some superiors
demanded and encouraged such behaviors in their respective areas. For instance,
Robert, who, temporarily, was the commanding officer at the COpCom noted:

“But when there are things with relevance which really necessitate a decision |
insist on formalizing such things. However, this was actually pretty easy because
my subordinates knew this and had a feeling for it. If something needs to be
formalized they do it themselves and prepare it, and then I do the next steps.”

To provide the reader with an actual example of this form of leadership, consi-
der the training course for mission advisors again; informants described how the
training needed to be verified by national and international agencies responsible
for administering the course catalogs of the armed forces, and NATO in general.
This transformation process was supported by a high-ranking NATO general. As
Marc recalled:

“And we aspired to formalize the course, and this is where the informal and formal
world meet each other. You need to have an official cause if you want to send
someone on a training. That is, the training must be officially ratified, and it must
be in the catalogs, and this was a critical problem because no one knew anything
about it, so we had to make a thousand phone calls until we finally got the right
department and by mere accident I contacted a three-star general, who helped us
to set this up.”

Additionally, the community was able to integrate the course into formal orga-
nizational structures further as it became an integral part of a Master’s degree
course, open for officers in 2015: “And after that, the course was transformed into
a Master’s course. However, this network continuously works on it and develops
the course further” (Bernd). The training for intercultural mission advisors that at
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first was improvised by a few practitioners thus became a persistent organizational
resource with the support of leadership.

Similarly, informants of the CAC described how their annual conference was
transformed into an official meeting backed with official assets in 2013. Formal
leadership was, therefore, again instrumental in formalizing the new resource. As
Will, a colonel positioned at the DoD and responsible for writing the conceptual
foundations for the field of intercultural competence explained:

“For sure, at one point in time you have to utilize your administrative authority,
and that is ‘now I need something’, so now we have to put it into conceptual papers
or other official documents and structures.”

Robert summarized this final aspect of leadership at the interface between formal
organization and communities of practice:

“But certain developments have to be absorbed by superiors. I mean this benefit
that is caused by communities has to be processed. It really needs to be absorbed
or, in bureaucratic terms, a process needs to be created. This also increases the
motivation and the permeability of the whole system. However, it also means that
superiors need to engage more because when they notice such dynamics, they have
to act accordingly.”

The above quote not only points out the additional challenges and efforts for
formal leadership, it also exemplifies another essential feature of this leader-
ship relation. By supporting and transforming the emergent resources, formal
leadership also helps to energize and motivate further community activities. For
example, Kevin recalled how community members of the CAC were able to shift
their activities towards other ends:

“For example, another comrade is now working on establishing an additional trai-
ning course within the area of gender studies and how this affects our operations.
Basically, the whole thing is always changing as the community identifies further
problems and discusses them within the network, finds a solution and integrates the
solution into the system.”

As Kevin pointed out, based on the transformation of the Foreign Area Specialist
course, several members of the Cultural Advisory Community were able to adjust
and develop their activities further as new challenges occurred.

Overall, formal leaders help to transform some of the new resources from
community activities into formal structures and, thereby, support the long-term
retention and dissemination of the community’s understanding on how to cope
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with an altered and complex environment. Additionally, members are motivated
to adjust and refine their activities further once resources are transformed.

5.3.5 Summary of Section

After presenting the dynamics between CoPs and formal leadership relying on
informants’ codes, I will again explain these findings from a theoretical perspec-
tive—mainly complexity leadership theory—and, in doing so, introduce the last
parts of the grounded model (Figure 5.6).

In the findings section, 5.1.3, I explicated the emergence of novelty as self-
organized resource generation unfolding within communities of practice. More
specifically, I described how members of the frontlines in three different areas
generated, adopted, and recombined specialized as well as cultural resources
without a formal order, a strategic plan, or direct managerial supervision in order
to adapt to altered environments. Based on the current section’s findings, I can
show how this process is deeply intertwined with formal leadership.

The current findings illustrate that leadership for communities of practice
unfolds in a web of multiple dynamically evolving relationships between several
community members and their formal superiors. Thereby, I recognize leader-
ship for communities of practice not as a set of particular traits or behaviors
of a single individual but, rather, theorize leadership as a relational phenome-
non that materializes in interactions among people acting in a specific organizing
context (Fairhurst & Uhl-Bien, 2012; Raelin, 2011a; Uhl-Bien, 2006). Such a
relational view puts social interactions at the core of the understanding of lea-
dership by noting that social influence occurs in social interaction processes
(Fairhurst & Uhl-Bien, 2012; Uhl-Bien, 2006). It thereby deliberately focuses
on the “space between” actors and the social processes unfolding in this space
(Bradbury & Lichtenstein, 2000).

This study shows how influence on the communities’ activities dynamically
evolves and changes over time in these social interactions between members and
superiors. Further, I theorize leadership for CoPs also as a resourcing dynamic
that unfolds between different organizational levels. More specifically, leadership
channels assets to communities, negotiates new developments and resources, and
lastly absorbs and transforms emergent resources into official responses.

First, this process starts with formal superiors who create enabling struc-
tures for community emergence in their respective units and departments (8.
Figure 5.6). Complexity leadership researchers refer to this as the creation of
conditions for emergence (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009).
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Formal leaders allow for informal, unscripted activities by granting their sub-
ordinates autonomy and by not interfering in practice (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001;
Regine & Lewin, 2000). This, in turn, enables members on the frontlines to col-
lectively make sense of their environments and develop adaptive responses away
from rigid hierarchical supervision and without predetermined outcomes (Lich-
tenstein & Plowman, 2009; Schreiber & Carley, 2006; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007).
Theoretically speaking, members of evolving communities are enabled to adjust
their shared schemas (Anderson, 1999; Gell-Mann, 1994), in the sense that they
collectively negotiate shared perceptions about how they view the changing world
and what possible future resources might look like. They are thus enabled to
autonomously construct new ideas on how to effectively respond to an altered
environment (Plowman et al., 2007b).

The study’s findings further suggest that autonomy and freedom of CoPs are
facilitated through members who engage in continuous issue-selling (Dutton et al.,
2001) towards their superiors and thereby develop trusting relationships with
them which allows for more autonomous modes of organizing. This finding also
illustrates the inherently reciprocal and relational nature of the leader-member
dynamic (Uhl-Bien, 2006).

Second, complexity leadership theorists suggest that formal leadership is
responsible for providing and channeling resources needed for bottom-up emer-
gence (Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Likewise, the
findings show formal leadership that reinforces the community-based resource
generation by allocating additional assets to CoPs (9. Figure 5.6).

This finding, however, is in need of a more detailed explanation as I—up to
this point—described the community activities as endogenous resourcing (Feld-
man, 2004) which implies the generation of assets without further inputs. In order
to construct and refine the specialized resources such as the TDL management
workshop or the TDL handbook in practice, communities require tangible assets
such as budgets and time. Research on complexity notes in this context that in
order to maintain the state of self-organization systems have to import energy (Pri-
gogine & Stengers, 1984). Thus, by infusing additional assets formal leadership
energizes the self-organized resourcing activities in CoPs, meaning that commu-
nity members are now enabled to enact their shared perceptions about possible
resources in practice. Consequently, the communities’ resourcing activities are
not solely endogenous but, rather, emerge unplanned on the frontlines but then
are amplified through positive feedback loops with formal leaders (Chiles et al.,
2004; Dooley, Tsoukas, Garud, Gehman, & Kumaraswamy, 2011). Formal leaders
are thus said to function as catalysts for the process of emergence as they equip
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CoPs with further resources (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001; Marion & Uhl-Bien,
2003; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007).

Leadership also makes sure that critical immaterial resources such as legiti-
macy and appreciation follow those emergent ideas. Immaterial resources help to
fuel the agentic work behaviors from which, in turn, further resources can be gene-
rated (Spreitzer et al., 2005). Legitimacy in this context refers to the perception
that organizational activities are desirable and appropriate (Deephouse & Such-
man, 2008). For instance, Dutton et al. (2006b) note that legitimacy as a social
resource facilitates the compassionate actions of people in response to other’s
pain. Similarly, research on thriving at work notes that organizational members
who feel valued and respected are more likely to energize resource creation in the
doing of work and act agentically (Spreitzer et al., 2005). Hence, I conclude that
formal leadership helps to unlock the agentic capabilities of community members
by furnishing them with critical immaterial resources.

Third, the leader-member relations are characterized through a mutual influ-
ence of actors underlying schemas (10. Figure 5.6). In other words, formal leaders
and community members influence each other mutually concerning how they see
and interpret their ambient world. On the one hand, formal leaders engage in sen-
segiving (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991), in the sense that they communicate vision
narratives about future developments in the respective practice areas or narratives
about profoundly ingrained core values of soldiering. Thereby, leaders provide
sense to community members about the unfolding changes via the use of language
and communication (Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009; Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001;
Plowman et al., 2007b). Complexity leadership research also notes that such nar-
ratives need to be broad enough that unexpected activities can still emerge from
self-organization instead of being constrained and controlled by precise objectives
(Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001).

Additionally, leaders who communicate organizational core values and cen-
tral purposes of military service reinforce community members’ learned cultural
schemas that become instantiated in the hybrid community cultures. Formal lea-
dership thus accentuates particular macro-level properties—recognizable, stable,
and significant properties of the organization such as taken-for-granted beliefs—
that, in turn, influence the interactions among members on lower levels (Hazy
& Uhl-Bien, 2015). Complexity theorists refer to this form of influence as entrain-
ment (Hazy & Uhl-Bien, 2012; Hazy & Uhl-Bien, 2015) which enables stability
and unity.

Intriguingly, on the other hand, members and leaders also collectively make
sense of specialized resources, such as a new training course and, therefore,
mutually affect each other which, in turn, leads to adjusted schemas. Raelin
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(2011a) refers to this as shared sensemaking in leadership relations. Leadership
in this perspective becomes a more co-constituted process of negotiating meaning
across different organizational levels, in which actors independent of hierarchical
position and status mutually affect each other’s perceptions (Raelin, 2011b). Lea-
dership, therefore, is no longer viewed as constituting a relationship from leader
to followers based on formal authority but, rather, a social interaction process bet-
ween mutual inquirers who share and constitute intersubjective meaning (Marion,
1999; Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001; Raelin, 2011a; Raelin, 2016). In other words,
leadership may as well develop from community members who engage in issue-
selling with formal superiors and, in doing so, profoundly affect formal leaders’
underlying schemas.

Fourth and finally, the leadership relation between members and formal supe-
riors involves the transformation of new resources from community ideas to
persisting formal organizational structures. Uhl-Bien et al. (2007) refer to this
based on Dougherty & Hardy (1996) as the management of the innovation-
to-organization interface. That is, ideas emanating from informal praxis in the
community need to be transformed into formal structures by endowing them with
official resources. The current findings illustrate how formal leadership in this
stage of emergence either supports the informally emerging ideas in the role of
promoters and sponsors as they champion the community induced projects to
higher organizational levels (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018;
Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009) or, alternatively, leaders pull new resources into the
formal organization through processes of formalization and reintegration as they,
for example, endow them with substantial assets such as more personnel or legiti-
mize them through official ratification (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien & Marion,
2009). What I have coined transforming emergent resources (11. Figure 5.6), thus,
helps to stabilize the new emergent in the form of a renewed resource configu-
ration, meaning that through integration and formalization the organization has
adapted to a changing environment in terms of being able to cope with a new or
altered situation more effectively.

Overall, the dynamically evolving leader-member relations on the interface
between communities of practice and formal leadership entail the creation of
enabling conditions for resourcing, the channeling of assets to CoPs, the mutual
adjustment of actors’ schemas, and the transformation of emerging resources from
CoPs to the formal organization.
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Grounded Model of CoPs’
Embeddedness

Stability and change, routine and novelty are
interwoven

Tsoukas 2017

In the previous sections, I provided a thick description of the emergence and
embeddedness of communities of practice situated in the German armed forces
using informants’ own experiences, available archival data, and impressions from
observations. Although I gave a theoretical explanation after each of the three
findings sections, I would like to provide a comprehensive theoretical account that
explicates the embeddedness of CoPs within formal, hierarchical organizations
based on the study’s findings. In this section, therefore, I present a comprehensive,
grounded model that brings together the insights mentioned above to theorize how
the tension between communities of practice and the formal organizational context
occurs and is sustained for organizational adaptability (Figure 6.1).

I will outline this model in two parts: a first part that concentrates on the
processes and dynamics on the bottom half of Figure 6.1, i.e., in particular, the
process of self-organized resourcing, and a second part that focuses on the top
half of Figure 6.1 and theorizes the interactions between communities and formal
leadership.
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6.1 Self-organized Resourcing in Communities of Practice

In theorizing the model of a CoPs’ embeddedness I will draw—as throughout the
previous sections—on both practice-oriented approaches to resources (Feldman,
2004; Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011; Feldman & Worline, 2012; Feldman & Wor-
line, 2016) as well as on the growing body of research that conceptualizes change
and adaptation in organizations as emergent phenomena emanating from unpre-
dictable and self-organized interactions of micro-level actors (Anderson, 1999;
Chiles et al., 2004; Marion, 1999; McKelvey, 2000; Stacey, 1995).

As mentioned before, complexity theory draws our attention to the dynamics
of complex adaptive systems (CAS). In particular, it suggests that novelty and
innovations arise from the networked interaction among lower-level actors within
a CAS (Anderson, 1999; Chiles et al., 2004; Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009). In
light of this, a growing body of research applies complexity reasoning to orga-
nization science, recognizing organizations or organizational subgroups as CAS
that can display complex behavior (Boisot & Child, 1999; Brown & Eisenhardt,
1997, Eisenhardt, 2002; Eisenhardt & Tabrizi, 1995). Moreover, several scholars
advocate for new approaches to organizational leadership that aim at harnessing
this potential for organizational adaptation and innovation (Marion & Uhl-Bien,
2001; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2008). In particular, complexity
leadership theory (CLT) recognizes the tensions that arise between self-organized
and bureaucratic forms of organizing and offers insights into how leadership func-
tions in this swirl of emergent, perpetual change (Lichtenstein et al., 2006; Smith
& Graetz, 2006; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009).

Complexity theory posits that CAS dynamics of emergent self-organization
arise in far-from-equilibrium states of adaptive pressures, instabilities, or pertur-
bations. Stacey (1995) refers to this as disturbing elements that push a system
towards chaos. In such situations of flux, interconnected and informally networ-
ked agents of a CAS start grappling with and making sense of these challenges
(Anderson, 1999; Gell-Mann, 1994; Kauffman, 1993). As Stacey describes it:
“The transformational process is one of internal, spontaneous self-organization
amongst agents of a system, provoked by instabilities, and potentially leading to
emergent order” (1995, p. 478). In a similar vein, the findings illustrate members
on the frontlines who sensed profound alterations, induced by an increasing envi-
ronmental complexity that had a lasting effect on how they were able to practice.
More specifically, these frontline workers identified that either given resources
were insufficient to react to the new situations adequately or that resources were
scarce and, therefore, hampered effective practicing (1. and 2. in Figure 6.1).
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Simultaneously, individuals perceive not only external, environmental pres-
sures but also sense internal organizational constraints from which disturbance
occurs. In the cases described above, individuals sense practices such as legal
safeguarding, political communication, or too strict supervision and micro-
management prevalent in the formal organizational hierarchy as contrary to once
learned and internalized beliefs on soldiering (4. and 5. Figure 6.1). That is, they
experience bureaucratic organizing at dissonance with their learned cultural sche-
mas. Although they learned and internalized behavioral norms of hierarchy and
formalism in the military, they perceive these salient practices of formal orga-
nizing as deficient for coping with the dynamic developments in their practice.
Hales (2002) notes that practices such as micro-managing and hedging are natu-
ral symptoms of too rigid formal, bureaucratic systems. They are reflections of
formal organizations’ focus on stability, departmentalization, clear responsibili-
ties, robust control systems, and alignment of individual and collective behavior
to organizational goals. In this sense, one can attest that individuals feel cons-
traint in their adaptive agency by these practices that are often constituted by
higher leaders and authorities.

Taken together, individuals on the frontlines sense external pressures to adapt
their work practices besides experiencing internal cultural constraints that hamper
quick and effective responses to these new challenges. In complexity theory terms,
agents identify stimuli from their surroundings which challenge their underly-
ing knowledge structures, meaning new occurrences in day to day organizational
life do not fit well with agents’ schemas (Anderson, 1999; Gell-Mann, 1994;
Lichtenstein et al., 2006).

Up to this point, I established that frontline members sense pressures and cons-
traints that challenge their underlying schemas. The findings, furthermore, show
that community members generate new specialized resources as well as cultural
resources based on the construction of a commonly shared schema, e.g., a newly
constructed shared interpretative framework among community members (3. 6. 7.
in Figure 6.1). In this sense, one can understand the internal community dyna-
mics of self-organization from a resourcing lens as the iterative, reciprocal, and
ongoing swirl of schema construction and enactment (Feldman & Orlikowski,
2011; Weick, 1988).
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A sensemaking perspective can inform us about the processes of meaning con-
struction from which new schemas can evolve (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014;
Sandberg & Tsoukas, 2015; Weick et al., 2005). Sensemaking refers to the inter-
pretative processes in which individuals or groups engage as they attempt to
interpret novel and ambiguous situations (Stigliani & Ravasi, 2012). These pro-
cesses are triggered by discrepancies between current and expected states of the
world, meaning new information or circumstances cannot be readily interpreted
with available mental structures (Weick, 1988; Weick, 1993). According to sen-
semaking theory, these disruptions of the ordinary initiate conscious attempts of
individuals to interpret unexpected occurrences to bring order into ambiguous rea-
lities, that is to “make sense” of what has occurred (Maitlis & Christianson, 2014;
Weick, 1995). Likewise, this study’s findings illustrate individuals who begin to
envision responses to their practical problems. They, thus, start to make sense
of the new situations characterized by increased environmental complexity and
a perceived limited resource endowment. Following these first attempts are fur-
ther sensemaking instances as members negotiate how first improvised solutions
should be refined and further developed.

In other words, through ongoing community interactions, members construct
shared perceptions on future resources, their properties, and configurations. That
is, they establish shared schemas comprising how they understand their efforts
and initiatives. Consider, for example, how CAC members made sense of the
Foreign Area Specialist Course after first improvised seminars or how TDLC
members discussed the TDL handbook. Members continuously enact these sche-
mas as they further engage with each other and refine their meetings, conferences,
or handbooks in practice. Enactment reflects the process of people beginning to
collectively act in order to make sense of ambiguous inputs (Weick, 1988). As
Weick noted, individuals: “actively put things out there that they then perceive
and negotiate about perceiving” (1979, p. 165). Enactment thus explains that
through individuals’ actions events and mental structures are brought into exis-
tence and are set in motion (Weick, 1988): “It is this initial implanting of reality
that is preserved by the word enactment” (1979, p. 165). To put it differently, the
shared perceptions about future desired states become realized within the informal
praxis of community members. Scholars working with a resourcing lens describe
this enacting of a specific schema in practice with the term resourcing: the schema
becomes resourced in practice (Feldman, 2004; Feldman & Orlikowski, 2011;
Feldman & Worline, 2012).

This self-organized resource generation, however, does not unfold in a socio-
cultural vacuum detached from its organizational context; instead, the findings
obtained in this study show how these practices are deeply embedded in the
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ambient organizational culture via cultural resourcing mechanisms. By viewing
culture as a resource I built on Swidler’s (1986; 2001a) culture conception that
views culture as “a flexible set of tools [resources] that can be actively and stra-
tegically created and deployed as actors struggle to make sense of the world”
(Lounsbury & Glynn, 2001, p. 549).

The cultural resourcing process starts with members experiencing what I coi-
ned cultural dissonance, meaning the perceived discrepancies between learned
repertoire (cultural schemas) and observed, lived praxis. In order to navigate the
dissonance, community members enact parts of their cultural repertoire in their
communities. The learned cultural schemas such as professional identities and
comradery become resourced in informal social praxis. Thus, the cultural reper-
toire of the organization is continued within the evolving communities as members
draw on deeply internalized norms and beliefs and actualize them in local inter-
actions. The local practices of the community thus depict the material enactment
of the broader trans-local culture (Giorgi et al., 2015; Smets et al., 2012).

From this finding, one could assume relative cultural stability between local
CoPs and the broader socio-cultural structure of the formal organizational hier-
archy as core beliefs remain consistent. As members enact parts of the learned
repertoire they also simultaneously adapt the culture to their local contexts and
practical requirements and, in doing so, construct their own hybrid community
cultures. Tsoukas & Chia (2002) argue that such conditions of a stable core but
a changing periphery are inherent to organization cultures because as organiza-
tion members reflectively adapt core beliefs to their local contexts they inevitably
modify and change them. Likewise, Hatch (1993) notes that it is through situa-
ted sensemaking that organization members reflect those norms and beliefs of a
learned repertoire and revise them in their social practice.

Consequently, the practice in the communities is both recursive and adaptive
(Jarzabkowski, 2004). It is recursive as it instantiates parts of the broader socio-
cultural structure of the FAF in the community but, at the same time, it is also
adaptive because members locally adapt the learned cultural resources/schemas.
To put it differently, the findings illustrate that the broader socio-cultural struc-
ture has a direct bearing on the local informal, self-organized practice within the
community (Contu & Willmott, 2003; Gherardi & Perrotta, 2011). Yet, practice
in the community is not completely culturally determined, and members are not
“structural dopes”, instead they are agentic in generating situated hybrid cultures.

I conclude from these observations that the resourcing of community cultures
can be described as a necessary condition for self-organization in CoPs. This
means that members skillfully create their own hybrid cultures by resourcing and
translating cultural schemas in practice, which, generates a space of mutual trust,



6.2 Sustaining the Tension: Leadership and CoPs 207

professionalism, shared identities, and open communication. It is this space that,
in turn, allows them to self-organize in quasi-hierarchy-free contexts and produce
adaptive responses.

The outlined cultural resourcing activities are again inherently connected to
the developing community schema (as graphically shown by the arrows between
6. and 7. in Figure 6.1). In fact, through this cultural resourcing a novel and
specific community schema continuously evolves and gets reproduced. Consider,
for example, the identity formation practices I outlined earlier. Members shape a
shared identity around professionalism by producing community signs and sym-
bols such as the chief blaster tattoo. Through such symbols, members enact a
specific community meaning on belongingness and comradery in practice (Hatch,
1993). Expressed differently, the part of the community schema that comprises
knowledge about the community, mainly knowledge about its central purpose,
aspirations, and how members view themselves as a group gets produced and
reproduced through symbolic activities (Orlikowski, 2002; Wenger, 1998).

From this rather lengthy discussion on the internal community dynamics of
members’ resourcing activities, I conclude several central insights. First, from
the observation that community members adapt their schemas in light of envi-
ronmental change I suggest that communities display the dynamics of complex
adaptive systems where interdependent agents adapt their schemas to each other
through non-linear interactions (Anderson, 1999; Gell-Mann, 1994; Plowman
et al., 2007b). Second, I propose that this process of emergence of novelty entails
a process of self-organized resource generation that unfolds as members resource
their new and adapted schemas (Feldman, 2004; Feldman & Worline, 2012). Self-
organization in CoPs, thus, is the ongoing cycle of schema construction and
enactment energized by members who agentically navigate and work through
adaptive pressures and cultural constraints. Third, through the cultural mecha-
nism of local enactment of a once learned cultural repertoire communities are
culturally embedded in their trans-local organizational ambiance.

6.2  Sustaining the Tension: Leadership and CoPs

After explaining these dynamics of community emergence, I turn to how this
implies the central tension between self-organized CoPs and formal organizational
context, and how this tension is sustained for adaptability through leadership.
Community members’ efforts start out as fundamentally informal because indi-
viduals leave formal lines of communication and start interacting with one another
across formal boundaries and outside of their appointed positions to generate
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adaptive responses. In other words, these activities are not foreseen by formal
organizational design and official task descriptions. The practice in the commu-
nities is thus noncanonical and adaptive (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Jarzabkowski,
2004). Consequently, the tension between informal and formal parts of the orga-
nization occurs as individuals collectively start to make sense and interact with
each other without a central authority, direct supervision, and a predefined plan
for action in situations of adaptive pressures. The more and frequently members
now engage in these forming communities, the tension is amplified: community
activities challenge the status quo as they advance novel ideas, thus, pulling the
organization more towards disorder (Heckscher, 1994; Stacey, 1995), whereas,
the formal organizational hierarchy is still designed to impede such efforts as it
focuses on order and predictability (Heckscher, 1994; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017).

Consequently, I would like to elaborate on the nature of this tension in more
detail. The tension between the desire for structure and stability and the need
for change and creative chaos that lies at the core of adaptability has been sub-
ject of numerous publications in management theory (Leana & Barry, 2000; Nag,
Corley, & Gioia, 2003; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). For
instance, Burns & Stalker (1961) note that organizations have to leverage either
mechanistic (well-defined management systems) or more organic forms of organi-
zing (informal structures) dependent on environmental contingencies (Lawrence
& Lorsch, 1967). The literature on organizational ambidexterity inquires on a
similar tension between an organization’s capacity to explore new ideas and inno-
vations while, at the same, time remaining profitable and efficient (Duncan, 1976;
Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996). The fundamental tension in this view is the simul-
taneous “need to innovate” and the “need to produce” (Tushman & O’Reilly,
1996) that require different learning strategies of either exploration of new ideas
or exploitation of existing businesses (March, 1991). Moreover, complexity theory
recognizes the core tensions between self-organized CAS that are entangled
with bureaucratic and hierarchical forms of organizing (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007,
Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). The common element in all
these studies is that stability and order are associated with formal managerial sys-
tems and hierarchical structures while informal and organic modes of organizing
accommodate innovation, learning, and adaptability.

The often implicit assumption underlying these contributions is that these two
modes of organizing are viewed as incommensurable with each other and con-
flicting, meaning that efficiently producing results (i.e., exploitation) drives out
and a firm’s innovative potential (i.e., exploration) (Farjoun, 2010). In light of
this, contingency theories suggests a static design decision between either organic
organizational forms in situations of turmoil, novelty and complexity or formal,
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mechanistic structures and tight integration of routine procedures in stable condi-
tions (Burns & Stalker, 1961; Lawrence & Lorsch, 1967). Likewise, the literature
on ambidexterity suggests the structural separation of tasks focused on explora-
tion from those focused on exploitation (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2013; Tushman
& O’Reilly, 1996).

Looking at this tension through the prism of practice and the findings of stu-
died CoPs might offer a nuanced understanding of interrelation between stability
and change as an inevitable feature of organizational life (Leana & Barry, 2000).
First, the current study’s findings indicate that this tension between self-organized
CoPs and their broader context is a pervasive occurrence. That is, the emer-
gence of such communities of practice emanating from frontline members who
grapple with their surroundings and try to make sense of them depicts a natural
and enduring phenomenon within dynamic environments for organizing. These
observations imply—much similar to what complexity theory suggests—that envi-
ronmental complexity in the form of unpredictable change and unmanageable
interdependence is an immanent feature of today’s world and, thus, an omnipre-
sent contingency that necessitates new ways of thinking about the processes of
organizing (Stacey, 1995; Stacey, 1996). In fact, the findings have illustrated two
practices—military blasting and data links—that have been relatively stable over
extended periods but now face an increasingly dynamic and complex environment.

Second, the practice in the observed communities is both a source of adap-
tability as well as stability. Adaptability occurs as part of the routine, recurrent
activities of everyday organizing during which community members continuously
and intelligently make sense of their surroundings and their practice. This suggests
that in a complex world making sense of situations, tasks, and environments is
immanent as schemas are continuously challenged by new information. As James
March once noted: “Change takes place because most of the time most people in
an organization do about what they are supposed to do: that is, they are intelli-
gently attentive to their environments and their jobs” (1981, p. 564). In light of
this, adaptability cannot be separated from every day, recurrent practice but ins-
tead is rooted within it, as it is here that CoPs evolve in which members develop
adaptive responses to identified threats and challenges (Brown & Duguid, 2001).
Moreover, it is through this adaptive work of community members who impro-
vise and develop new resources that efficient and reliable task-fulfillment is made
possible. In other words, the CoPs we observed needed to adapt their practice in
order to reliably practice again in light of changing situations. That is, the CoPs as
a critical source for adaptability enable effective and recurrent practice in the first
place through their adjustments. Hence, stability and exploitation on the one hand
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and change and exploration, on the other, are simultaneous occurrences in prac-
tice and are complementary instead of being exclusive (Andriopoulos & Lewis,
2009; Farjoun, 2010). The simultaneous occurrence of both stability and change
is also the case in the relation between the CoPs and the broader socio-cultural
structure. As mentioned above, culture is locally changed as well as reproduced
and perpetuated in self-organized practice.

I conclude from the observations that within complex environments organi-
zational change and adaptation driven by communities of practice occurs in a
continuous, ever-unfolding manner (Orlikowski, 1996; Tsoukas & Chia, 2002).
The studied organization, thus, is permeated with a pervasive tension caused by
multiple communities that, like swarms, intelligently react to new stimuli and
information and, in doing so, create and renew resources and adapt existing
structures (Brown & Duguid, 2001). Thus, the findings of this study affirm Jar-
zabkowski’s deliberations that: “the localized communities and contexts within a
firm are extremely important in the recursive or adaptive adoption of a practice”
(2004, p. 548).

In light of the increased environmental complexity and persisting tension, a
critical capability resides in organizational leadership that finds the right way to
cope with these self-organized communities of practice and taps into this potential
for adaptability (Hazy, 2011). In particular, complexity leadership theory (CLT)
views leadership as establishing linkages to such self-organized elements (Marion
& Uhl-Bien, 2001; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2008). As mentioned earlier in the theo-
retical background section, CLT recognizes the tension between administrative
leadership (i.e., the leadership of the formal managerial system) and adaptive lea-
dership evolving within the CAS dynamics of self-organization (i.e., the adaptive
function). In between these poles enabling leadership takes place that sustains the
tension between them (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018; Uhl-Bien
& Marion, 2009).

Research on CLT more specifically proposes that enabling leadership is critical
for loosening and tightening the dynamics of complex adaptive systems to allow
for emergence (i.e., adaptability) to unfold and be utilized (Havermans et al.,
2015; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018). Loosening descri-
bes enabling leadership that opens up spaces that allow organization members
to advance new ideas, innovation, and learning (i.e., exploration, March, 1991)
in the contexts of formal organizational hierarchies. Uhl-Bien & Arena (2018)
posit that enabling leaders open up what they refer to as adaptive space, a space
that occurs on the interface between the informal self-organized and the formal
system of the organization. Through loosening up adaptive space, the adaptive
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function of the organization is enabled, i.e., the CAS dynamics of emergent self-
organization occur from which adaptive responses emerge (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007,
Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). On the other hand, leadership also tightens the dyna-
mics of CAS, in the sense that it exploits the innovations generated through
self-organization by converting them into outcomes that benefit the firm (Hazy
& Uhl-Bien, 2012; Schreiber & Carley, 2006; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). That is,
through tightening or closing mechanisms leadership ensures that the CAS dyna-
mics are not completely autonomous but remain coupled to the formal managerial
system (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017).

The findings of the current study illustrate similar loosening and tightening
practices inherent in the leader-member relations that, together, sustain a CoP’s
embeddedness in its managerial-shaped context (8. 9. 10. 11. in Figure 6.1). To
be more specific, leadership practices such as granting autonomy and establis-
hing trusting relationships with community members (8. in Figure 6.1) loosen
up spaces or quasi-autonomous contexts in situations of adaptive challenges and
pressures. As becomes evident, this form of leadership is not to be mistaken with
a direct influence (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007) but is directed at the respective context
around a particular practice. Through free space and autonomy frontline members
are permitted to go outside of their formal positions as they start interacting with
each other and, in doing so, build new relationships and connections that even go
beyond the focal organization. That is, the communities as relatively autonomous
contexts begin to evolve around the practice. As a result, the number of people
developing an understanding of the new situation is increased through informal
interactions among members. Since such community interactions among indivi-
duals generate new knowledge, new understandings, and new ideas (i.e., a new
schema on how to interpret and cope with the environmental dynamics) leader-
ship that enables these interconnections is an essential element in the design for
self-organization and exploration (Hazy & Uhl-Bien, 2015; Surie & Hazy, 2006).

Moreover, granting autonomy enables community members to make sense of
the new situation and construct new meanings around it on their own in self-
organized practice without a predefined solution or perspective being forced on
them. Leadership thus allows new and multiple ways of thinking about a pro-
blem (Havermans et al., 2015). In other words, loosening leadership practices
such as opening up free space prevents the premature convergence towards a
single organizational response to the new situation by promoting autonomous
experimentation and improvisation (i.e., exploration) (Hazy & Uhl-Bien, 2012).
Complexity theorists describe this also as absorbing the environmental complexity
with an increased internal (organizational) complexity, in the sense that a system
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holds multiple and sometimes conflicting notions (representations) of the environ-
mental variety and retains a wide range of behavioral responses in its repertoire
to it (Ashmos et al., 2000; Boal & Schultz, 2007; Boisot & Child, 1999).

Another enabling leadership practice facilitating continued exploration in the
CoPs is the channeling of material and immaterial resources to them (9. in
Figure 6.1). These additional assets enable community members to take action
and enact their constructed schemas in ongoing community praxis. That is, addi-
tional assets fuel the actual resourcing within the communities as members are
enabled to meet and collectively improvise and refine their initiatives. The pro-
vided material, as well as immaterial resources, energize the community schema
because the more resources members obtain that are relevant for the new schema
they are trying to enact, the more they feel capable of actually enacting it (Quinn,
Spreitzer, & Lam, 2012). In CLT terms this form of enabling leadership loosens
and catalyzes the self-organized dynamics within the CoP as it directly infuses
energy into them, allowing them to scale and gain further traction.

On the other hand, the current study’s findings also illustrate aspects of the
leadership relations between formal superiors and community members that “tigh-
ten” the communities’ activities, in the sense that they embed the self-organized
dynamics emanating from situated practice more to the managerial context in
which they unfold. That is, to prevent uncontrolled chaos the interactions on
the frontlines need to be regulated and guided in some way as otherwise the
organization would drift off into complete chaos and flux (Surie & Hazy, 2006;
Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Complexity researchers, in some instances, also refer to
such mechanisms as complexity reduction, describing the convergence towards a
specific and specialized response in coping with an environmental stimuli through
mostly exploitative activities (Boal & Schultz, 2007; Boisot & Child, 1999; Boisot
& McKelvey, 2010).

Within the described cases, the self-organized practice within the communities
is embedded in its managerial context through the mutual adjustment of leaders
and community members’ underlying mental schemas (10. in Figure 6.1). As
mentioned before, the mutual adjustment involves formal leaders’ sensegiving
as well as the joint negotiation of sense between members and superiors. Pre-
vious studies have already shown that sensemaking is central to organizational
leadership (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Maitlis, 2005; Maitlis & Lawrence, 2007).
Likewise, the obtained findings illustrate how formal leaders influence community
members’ sensemaking and interpretation of environmental changes by giving
meaning to the unfolding events through vision narratives (Boal & Schultz, 2007,
Plowman et al., 2007b). This given sense is taken into account by members in
their activities as they now “imagine” how they should act in accordance with
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the provided vision. As a result, the possible range and variety of community
responses to the environmental change are narrowed down. Note, however, that
this form of sensegiving is not to be misinterpreted with the strict alignment of
community activities through leadership but, rather, leadership provides a more
general guidance (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001).

In addition, the findings also show, in line with prior work on sensemaking,
that members not only receive sense as passive sense takers but, rather, make sense
on their own (Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Maitlis & Christianson, 2014) and nego-
tiate sense about the community’s endeavors together with their formal leaders.
As a result, from such collective negotiations, the community activities converge
towards one mutually agreed upon response of how the organization should react
to the new situation. In other words, the developed community schema about how
to interpret and react to the environmental change stabilizes.

Lastly, leadership supports the transformation of emergent resources into for-
mal processes and structures and, in so doing, ensures the efficient utilization of
community-induced ideas and projects within everyday duty (10. in Figure 6.1).
In other words, this leadership practice transforms community solutions from
informal into formal practice. From a complexity perspective the variety of inter-
nal representations to the adaptive challenge is, therefore, ultimately reduced to
a single solution that becomes formalized and integrated in official processes
(Boisot & Child, 1999). Consider, for example, the reach-back procedure in the
TDL practice that was finally formalized and supported with an official post and
task descriptions at a Navy unit, thus becoming a persistent part of the formal
organizational hierarchy.

Formal leadership that helps to implement and transform community-generated
resources into organizational assets stimulates exploitative practice in the com-
munity. That is, once a community solution is transformed and part of the formal
organization, deep search processes, or extensive meaning negotiations within the
community are no longer required regarding that specific resource. Further, front-
line members are now enabled to engage in their practice more efficiently. Again
returning to the TDL practice, the reach-back procedure allows TDL operators a
quick and efficient way to handle failure messages on board, thus enabling more
efficient overall operation.

However, the current findings also show that by transforming the community
induced initiatives, leadership also enables further exploration in communities as
members can turn their attention to other problems and challenges. They may
also feel motivated to explore further as they experience that their efforts lead
to fruitful outcomes. Hence, a focus on the exploitation of community induced
innovations can also spur future explorative activities.
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Taken together, it can be noted that formal leadership sustains the inherent
tension between communities of practice and the context of formal organizatio-
nal hierarchy by enacting both loosening and tightening practices. These different
leadership practices enable adaptive, explorative practice within the communities
by providing autonomy and energy. Simultaneously, leadership also supports the
recurrent and efficient execution of everyday duties by transforming community
solutions. To put it differently, formal leadership dynamically balances auto-
nomy with “soft” control. The CoPs, therefore, are embedded into their formal
organizational context via leadership.

Concluding, I would like to elaborate in more detail on the embeddedness of
CoPs in formal organizational hierarchy. Embeddedness of CoPs within the con-
text of formal organization hierarchy functions via the two studied mechanisms of
culture and leadership. First, the processes of cultural resourcing ensure that core
organizational beliefs are part of the local community cultures and that members
orient their practice towards the organization’s core values. Second, leadership
embeds CoPs via loosening and tightening practices that enable both exploration
and exploitation in practice.

Embeddedness is characterized by the pervasive and ever-present duality of
change and stability as simultaneous occurrences (Tsoukas & Chia, 2002). This
duality describes that self-organized practice results in both cultural change, indu-
ced through the local situated adaptation of cultural schemas, and in stability of
broader socio-cultural structures as it recurrently reproduces and instantiates them.
On the other hand, members explore new adaptive responses by generating new
specialized resources that, when they become transformed into formal structu-
res, eventually enable more efficient and stable practice. This in turn is enabled
through leader-member realtions in which both loosening—change inducing—as
well as tightening—stabilizing—practices are enacted. Given this, I theorize CoPs
as critical spaces for both adaptive, changing as well as recursive, stable practice
(Jarzabkowski, 2004).

Embeddedness further means that the observed communities of practice are
neither entirely informal nor are they thoroughly institutionalized in the form
of classical cross-departmental project teams. Instead, they operate in the space
between the fully formalized and informal realms of the organization. That is,
they reside in the space within the tension between formal organization hierarchy
and informal autonomous interaction. They have the necessary autonomy and
space to evolve from informal and self-organized practice but are also sufficiently
coupled to the formal context to permit community generated innovations to be
transformed and integrated into the organization (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2003; Uhl-
Bien & Marion, 2009). The pervasive tension between emergent CoPs and the
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context of formal organization hierarchy, therefore, is not resolved or removed
but, rather, engaged with and sustainably managed, which creates the space for
embeddedness (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009).

Marion & Uhl-Bien (2001) describe such conditions as moderately coupled
systems that are sufficiently loose to enable innovation and sufficiently tight to
permit innovations to scale. Further, Uhl-Bien et al. (2007) introduce the term
entanglement that describes the interwoven nature of informal, adaptive elements
with formal elements in complex organizations, whereas, Uhl-Bien & Arena
(2018) refer to the interface between entrepreneurial activity (i.e., informal space)
and operational core (i.e., formal system) as “adaptive space” that generates adap-
tability. In a similar vein, Boisot & McKelvey (2010) note that in between the
ordered and chaotic lies the complex regime, which is neither lacking complete
structure nor is it fully over structured. Common in all the above descriptions
is that the in-between space associates with what Lewin & Volberda (1999) term
“new organizational forms” such as networks, virtual cooperation, or communities
in which innovation, learning, and adaptability occur.

Likewise, the notion of embeddedness developed in this dissertation, describes
CoPs that work in this “region of complexity” (Maguire & McKelvey, 1999) or at
the “edge of chaos” (McKelvey, 1999), meaning they arise from self-organization
but become connected to their formal ambiance which prevents drift into complete
chaos. They allow frontline members to interact in ways that generate emergence
of novelty, yet they also ensure that this novelty becomes reintegrated into formal
structures.

Overall, the dynamic interaction between emerging CoPs and leadership,
together with cultural resourcing, create and shape the embeddedness of com-
munities of practice, which integrates the need to innovate new resources with
the need to implement and efficiently operate such resources. Embedded CoPs,
therefore, accommodate the potential for organizational adaptability.
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Discussion

Most organizational scholars are not going to generate
a new theory from scratch. Instead, they generally work
on improving what already exists.

Whetten 1989

I began this study with the aim to understand how self-organized and emergent
communities of practice relate to their trans-local context of formal organization
hierarchy. To theorize on embeddedness, I had to understand how communities
of practice emerge in such contexts, how they culturally relate to it, and how
leadership interacts with them. In order to do so, I utilized an interpretative rese-
arch approach to build process theory based on the in-depth description of three
communities of practice within the German Federal Armed Forces. In conjunc-
tion with insights from practice-oriented approaches and complexity theory, this
enabled me to build a data-grounded, cross-level, comprehensive model that expli-
cates how communities of practice emerge as a collective, frontline response to
environmental complexity, generate emergence (specialized resources), and how
they are embedded in their formal, hierarchical ambiance through cultural and
leadership mechanisms. Probably, the study’s most essential contribution lays in
this framework that—to my knowledge—is the first model that thoroughly theo-
rizes the interrelations between CoPs and managerial shaped context grounded on
in-depth empirical observations. In doing so, it offers a nuanced understanding
of the fundamental tension between CoPs and formal organizational context as a
pervasive duality and natural occurrence in complex organizations and also shows
how it can be sustained and “managed” to allow for adaptability.
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218 7 Discussion

Below, I will describe in more detail how my findings contribute to the study’s
main literature streams. First, I will outline how I believe my findings extend our
scholarly understanding of communities of practice and how organizations should
cope with them. Second, I will discuss how my reasoning adds to the complexity
theory literature stream. Third, I elaborate on how this study may also contri-
bute to our understanding of cultural dynamics within complex organizations.
Additionally, I will highlight the main practical implications deduced from my
observations. I conclude by discussing the main limitations of the current study
and future research opportunities.

7.1 Implications for Research on Communities of Practice

The findings of the current study add to the literature on intrafirm communities
of practice in several significant ways. Although, the main contribution of this
research is the illustration of how the local context of a CoP interrelates with
the broader trans-local context of formal organizational hierarchy (i.e., what I
coined embeddedness), I would like to structure this discussion along the CoP
construct’s main dimensions as I believe my findings can speak to all of them
(see also Figure 7.1).

Thus, I like to start with how the current study adds to the understanding of the
overall nature of communities. Earlier, I showed how CoPs are either understood
as a theoretical lens that explains social learning processes situated in local prac-
tices (Corradi et al., 2010; Gherardi et al., 1998; Lave & Wenger, 1991) or more
as entitative groupings that are either emergent (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Wenger,
1998) or instrumentally designed by management (Borzillo, 2009; Dubé et al.,
2005; Wenger et al., 2002). These different ontologies (process vs. entity view)
are also grounded in different theoretical foundations of either practice-oriented
theories (Bourdieu, 1990; Giddens, 1984) or, more recently, within a knowledge-
based view of the firm (Grant, 1996; Kogut & Zander, 1992; Kogut & Zander,
1996). That is, research on CoPs is either based on entity-based theorizing or
process-based theorizing (Wenzel & Koch, 2018).

Although I mainly follow Brown & Duguid (1991) in this dissertation as
I explore CoPs as emergent groupings in a managerial shaped context, I tend
to agree with scholars, who understand CoPs from a process ontology (Lave
& Wenger, 1991; Pyrko et al., 2017). That is, I am particularly interested in the
processes that underlie the emergence of CoPs. Based on the current study’s fin-
dings I, therefore, conceptualize communities as the processes of self-organized
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resource generation unfolding in practice. It is this process that generates and con-
tinuously reproduces the social as well as the cognitive structure (the community
schema) among organization members, that is, the CoP (Lindkvist, 2005). This
process is ontologically prior to the actual, reified group one could refer to as a
community.

In viewing CoPs from a process perspective, we gain a more realistic picture
because the areas that we were able to investigate were always in a stage of beco-
ming. In the sense that the communities were never in a state of stability, instead,
initiatives and programs were continually being pushed ahead as the community
schema about how to interpret and react to the environmental dynamics was con-
tinuously adapted and renegotiated among members. Moreover, membership to
these CoPs was never fixed but, instead, always changing as new relationships
in the overall practice were continuously forged. Also, the interrelation between
the evolving communities and their organizational context was at no point for-
mally determined but, rather, was always dynamically co-constructed as members
interacted with their superiors.

Given this, applying a process perspective on CoPs thus underlines the emer-
gent and spontaneous character of communities (Brown & Duguid, 1991) and
questions notions that overemphasize managerial design activities and interventio-
nist strategies in instrumentally creating CoPs (Borzillo, 2009; Corso, Giacobbe,
& Martini, 2009; Garavan et al., 2007; Iaquinto, Ison, & Faggian, 2011; Nesheim
et al., 2011; Probst & Borzillo, 2008).

I theorize this process using insights on complex adaptive systems as well
as practice-oriented approaches on resourcing. Both theoretical perspectives align
well with an overall process perspective on CoPs. In particular, complexity theory
focuses our attention on the generative processes that underlay organizational
innovation and adaptation (Dooley et al., 2011; Dooley & van de Ven, 1999) and,
therefore, helps to understand CoPs again more from a process ontology instead
of viewing them as fixed entities (Pyrko et al., 2017).

In particular, both perspectives employed together help to theorize the pro-
cess of resource emergence through self-organized practice. That is, on the one
hand the studied CoPs display the dynamics of emergent self-organization of CAS
(Chiles et al., 2004) as new order (i.e., new resource configurations) arises through
the self-organized interactions of community members. On the other hand, a
resourcing lens (Feldman, 2004; Feldman & Worline, 2012) helps to explicate
how schemas become resourced in self-organized practice.

By drawing on these perspectives in theorizing on embeddedness, I ground
CoP research again more in process-oriented theories. In so doing, the pro-
cess ontology on CoPs is in line with equally process-focused epistemologies
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of practice and complexity theories. Thompson (2011) refers to this as epistemic-
ontological alignment, which has been missing in recent CoP research through
ontological drifts, primarily through the reification of the CoP construct (Nicolini,
2012; Pyrko et al., 2017).

Turning to the actual praxis within communities of practice, prior rese-
arch from a knowledge management perspective emphasizes knowledge sharing
behavior such as posting and answering questions as the main activities of
community members (Bogenrieder & Nooteboom, 2004), whereas, the earlier
practice-oriented studies on CoPs always put the construction of intersubjective
meaning via the social processes of sensemaking, interpretation, and negotia-
tion of meaning at the heart of communal interactions (Bechky, 2003; Boland
& Tenkasi, 1995; Brown & Duguid, 1991; Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998).

The current findings add to existing work by conceptualizing the actions
of community members as self-organized resourcing (Feldman, 2004; Feldman
& Worline, 2012; Feldman & Worline, 2016). As I mentioned earlier, resourcing
describes the relationship between assets and actions and the recursive relati-
onship between a resource in use and a schema (or interpretative framework).
Accordingly, resources comprise of anything that helps to enact a specific schema
in practice and, moreover, potential resources only become resources as they are
indeed put into action to energize a specific framework (Feldman & Worline,
2012).

By conceptualizing the action of community members as self-organized resour-
cing, the current study highlights agency of lower-level actors, an aspect central
to earlier CoP notions (Cox, 2005), that recent community of practice research
has increasingly neglected (Contu & Willmott, 2000; Contu & Willmott, 2003).
In particular, community members display high degrees of agency as they enact
and adapt learned cultural schemas such as identities, norms about comradery,
and bureaucratic rule adherence within their informal praxis and, in so doing,
produce and reproduce the cultural features of organizational life. Besides this
cultural resourcing, members also engage in shaping what I have termed specia-
lized resources such as training courses, conferences, manuals, and handbooks.
Community members thus show a substantial influence on their organizational
surroundings, although they are primarily located on lower hierarchical levels
and, therefore, are typically assumed as not having much access to resources
(i.e., not having much power) (Hazy & Uhl-Bien, 2015; Schneider et al., 2020).
Surprisingly, these individuals are capable of creating and molding resources in
practice. The activities of frontline members, thus, is consequential for renewing
and producing the resource base of the organization. Self-organized resourcing
dynamics in CoPs, therefore, contribute to the development of an organization’s
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internal capabilities through the generation of new resources (Dutton et al., 2006b;
Feldman & Worline, 2012).

Explaining community activities via resourcing dynamics also again recogni-
zes intersubjective meaning construction as a central activity in communities
(Brown & Duguid, 1991; Lindkvist, 2005; Wenger, 1998). Frontline members
negotiate meaning about what kind of resources are needed and then translate
these schemas into action by improvising first responses which, in turn, leads
to further sensemaking and constant adjustment of the schema in practice. As
a consequence, activities of community members evolve in reciprocal cycles of
meaning construction and action. This finding also aligns well with recent rese-
arch on “thinking together” in communities of practice which describes a similar
trans-personal process. For Pyrko et al. (2017) thinking together is constitutive
for a CoP and entails practitioners’ regular indwelling about practical, real-life
problems in which they mutually draw on each other’s actions and performances
in practice. In thinking together, people interact with each other based on their
understanding of practical problems and their understanding of the history and
tradition relevant to a given practice, i.e., based on their shared schemas contai-
ning cultural and practical knowledge structures that are continually resourced in
practice.

Overall, this dissertations adds to our understanding of the praxis in CoPs in
highlighting the resourcing activities within them. In doing so, the current study
is the first, to my knowledge, that locates resource generation in communities of
practice and, in so doing, explicates CoPs as a space in which resources are crea-
ted and molded as members perceive their resource endowment as limited. This
conceptualization of CoPs is also akin to what Wiedner, Barrett, & Oborn (2017)
call resourcing space, a space that allows people to mutually adjust and effec-
tively utilize potential resources to change their practices. From this perspective
one could understand CoPs also as a meta-resource (Schulte, Andresen, & Koller,
2020), describing the organizational capacity to process, generate, and renew an
organization’s resource endowment in practice. Note that such a meta-resource is
not be mistaken with a reified, tangible thing but, rather, refers to the potential
of resourcing processes occurring in self-organized practice. This finding extends
prior research that perceives CoPs as an often untapped resource for knowledge
creation (Chua, 2006).

Arguably, the current study’s most significant contribution to research on CoPs,
however, is that the grounded model uncovers how this self-organized resour-
cing process within the local context of a community is inextricably embedded
and coupled to the context of the broader formal organizational hierarchy (see
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also Figure 7.1). More specifically, it elucidates how cultural and leadership
mechanisms, together, generate what I have coined embeddedness.

As noted earlier, extant research following a practice-oriented view on lear-
ning recognizes other tangential communities and studies how learning occurs
in the spaces between CoPs (Bechky, 2003; Boland & Tenkasi, 1995; Gherardi
& Nicolini, 2002a; Heizmann, 2011). These studies, however, tend to take a micro
view and rarely consider the relation between situated practice and broader macro
structures (Gherardi & Perrotta, 2011; Yakhlef, 2008).

In contrast, in a managerialist view on communities of practice researchers
stress the importance of culture as determinant for the success of instrumental
community initiatives (Ardichvili, Maurer, Li, Wentling, & Stuedemann, 2006;
Bourhis & Dubé, 2010; Dubé et al., 2005; Retna & Ng, 2011; Smith & McKeen,
2003). For instance, it is noted that an organization’s culture can be a major barrier
that inhibits knowledge sharing activities and can cause the failure of commu-
nity launches (Harvey et al., 2013; McDermott & O’Dell, 2001). Therefore, an
organization’s top management should be responsible for shaping a knowledge
sharing culture consisting of mutual trust, open collaboration, and an error culture
(Bourhis & Dubé, 2010; Retna & Ng, 2011).

The current study’s findings offer a nuanced illustration of the dynamic
between the local contexts with the broader organizational culture of formal hier-
archy. In particular, the findings presented above show how deeply ingrained
beliefs are reproduced within practice as members resource the learned cultu-
ral repertoire within a new, emergent local context. This finding of community
members who enact cultural knowledge structures such as rule adherence and
obedience they once learned resembles the argument from Contu & Willmott
(2006), who state that the Xerox repair technicians' essentially reproduce the
broader institutional logics of capital relations within their noncanonical prac-
tice. They argue that the technicians construct their identities around heroism
while they improvise quick fixes and workarounds to machine failures, thereby,
actively refusing to accept their place in the bureaucracy. Simultaneously, howe-
ver, their practices of “keeping the machines running” and “getting the job done”
are conservative as they are ultimately functional to the overall goals of cost-
effectiveness, customer satisfaction, and profitability. Meaning what initially has
a countercultural feel to it is, in fact, a manifestation and perpetuation of the
subordinate relationship of the repair technicians within the capitalist organiza-
tion (Contu & Willmott, 2006). On a related note, other scholars suggests that

IReferring to Julian Orr’s (1996) ethnography of Xerox photocopier repair technicians,
which is also the ground work for Brown and Duguid’s community perspective.
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hierarchical cultures, in general, might be too pervasive and dominant for organi-
zation members to adjust their schemas to more autonomous forms of organizing
in communities of practice (Harvey et al., 2013; Kerno, 2008).

Although, my findings are similar to these argumentations in the sense that
they also illustrate how the broader, macro culture of bureaucracy and hierarchy
continues within the local context of a community’s practices, they also differ
in the respect that the individuals we observed not only reproduced their cultu-
ral repertoire but also contextually adapted it to their specific needs in order to
counter what they experienced as constraints and dysfunctionalities.

In outlining how frontline soldiers mold what I have termed hybrid cultures
consisting of traditional as well as adapted cultural resources, this study affirms
and expands the interpretation of communities of practice as culture-producing
social groups (Brown & Duguid, 2001; Cook & Yanow, 1993; Gherardi & Nico-
lini, 2000; Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002b; Hendry, 1996). Prior work on learning
in practice, for instance, has shown how a culture of safe work practices is lear-
ned through participation in the practices of a community (Gherardi & Nicolini,
2000). In these conceptualizations, the culture of a community is derived from
broader industrial and organizational registers about safety on construction sites
and becomes activated in local practice. The CoP is thus the locus where cultural
knowledge is transmitted and perpetuated (Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002b). Like-
wise, the current findings show how the broader organizational repertoire feeds
into the local culture of a CoP. Moreover, the study unpacks cultural resourcing as
the central mechanism behind this link between local practice and broader reper-
toires that explains the local enactment and adaptation of learned and internalized
knowledge structures about professional identities, role expectations, and norms.

Given these explanations, the current findings deviate from claims that solely
focus on the role of managers in creating knowledge sharing and supportive cul-
tures for communities (Bourhis & Dubé, 2010; Dubé et al., 2005) by highlighting
how members create and shape culture in practice.

My observations do not deny the critical role of organizational leadership in
molding the embeddedness of CoPs in the context of formal organizational hier-
archy. Instead, this study offers a grounded, interpretative model that uncovers
how the self-organized practices of a community interweave with organizational
leadership practices and, in doing so, moves beyond simplistic and generic lists
of management recommendations (Bolisani & Scarso, 2014).

Traditional leadership images are primarily grounded in a bureaucratic fra-
mework of firms and organizations. As Uhl-Bien et al. (2007) note, much of
past leadership theory evolved around the idea that organizational goals are ratio-
nally conceived, and leadership practices are designed to achieve these goals.



7.1 Implications for Research on Communities of Practice 225

Consequently, traditional leadership notions center around how formal leadership
can motivate followers or subordinates towards task fulfillment (House, 1971),
induce them to produce efficiently and effectively (Zaccaro & Klimoski, 2001)
and inspire them to align their behaviors with organizational goals (Bass, 1985).
These approaches describe leadership as founded on the position in the formal
organizational hierarchy and assume that leaders as central authorities design and
control subordinates’ behavior for the organization to arrive in a knowable and
foreseeable future.

Much of the extant writings on community management originating from a
knowledge management school of thought seem to reproduce these traditional
images of top-down leadership (Peltonen & Lamséd, 2004; Thomas, 2017). Alt-
hough these accounts regularly note that new leadership forms are needed to
manage organic entities such as CoPs (Cothrel & Williams, 1999; Kodama, 2002),
they tend to unwittingly fall victim to these old paradigms of alignment and con-
trol. For instance, several studies suggest imposing specific knowledge objectives
on designed CoPs (Bardon & Borzillo, 2016; McDermott & Archibald, 2010;
Probst & Borzillo, 2008). Others recommend bureaucratic supervision of commu-
nity activities via governance committees (Probst & Borzillo, 2008) and formal
sponsors (Borzillo, 2009). While Kirkman et al. (2011) offer an insightful account
on external community-oriented leadership, they still only regard unidirectional
influence exerted top-down from formal leaders on organizational CoPs, which
they perceive as formally designed and aligned with the corporate’s goals.

This study’s findings extend these notions of leadership for communities of
practice. In particular, the narratives of the three studied cases show that leader-
ship does not occur in a single formally designed connection between a CoP and
an external leader; rather, leadership arises and changes in a net of dynamically
evolving relations between community members and many formal superiors. This
finding has several important implications for how we understand leadership for
communities of practice (see also Schulte et al., 2020).

First, this evidence indicates that leadership for communities of practice is dis-
tributed among multiple actors, units, and departments and, therefore, resembles
notions of distributed leadership that are no longer focused on single entities but,
rather, acknowledge leadership as a distributed and shared phenomenon among
several actors (Brown & Gioia, 2002; Gronn, 2002). Second, leadership for
communities of practice is emergent, in the sense that it occurs as community
members start interacting with their formal superiors while they are grappling
with adaptive pressures and generate new resources from the bottom-up. Likewise,
complexity leadership theory understands leadership as emergent events unfolding
in the dynamic interactions of heterogeneous agents (Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001;
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Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2003). In this view “leadership is the emergent result of
interacting individuals such that behavior and resource elements of the organi-
zation come together in useful ways” (Lichtenstein et al., 2006, p. 8). Third, this
also indicates a relational component of leadership for communities of practice
(Bradbury & Lichtenstein, 2000; Uhl-Bien, 2006). Relational means that leader-
ship occurs in a web of relationships between community members and formal,
appointed leaders in which mutual influencing patterns arise and change over
time. Fourth, leadership for communities of practice is not described through
one particular leadership behavior or style; rather it implicates dynamic shifting
between practices that loosen up or tighten the CoPs’ local context (Arena &
Uhl-Bien, 2016; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017).

Taken together, the findings of the current study help to move the dis-
cussion away from traditional, top-down leadership notions towards a more
nuanced understanding of leadership in light of CoPs that recognizes leadership
as distributed, emergent, and relational phenomena.

Given this, extant research on community management/leadership is in disa-
greement over how to manage the central tension between a CoP’s autonomy
and its integration into formal structures (Borzillo et al., 2008; Smith & McKeen,
2003). As mentioned within the literature review section, some authors suggest
management should shape enabling or seeding structures around which autono-
mous CoPs may spontaneously evolve (Chua, 2006; Feldman & Worline, 2016;
Roberts, 2006; Thompson, 2005) while others recommend more explicit inte-
grating mechanisms (Anand et al., 2007; Borzillo, 2009; Clegg et al., 2008;
McDermott & Archibald, 2010; Meeuwesen & Berends, 2007; Probst & Borzillo,
2008). More recently, studies are beginning to suggest balancing autonomy and
control in the relation between CoPs and formal organizational hierarchy (Borzillo
& Kaminska-Labbé, 2011; Harvey et al., 2015).

The current study adds to this discussion by illustrating how, over time, both
loosening as well as tightening practices are enacted within leader-member rela-
tions and how this enables, influences, and structures the self-organized resource
generation emanating from CoPs. What I interpreted as loosening practices incor-
porates many aspects that have been noted before by community researchers
such as creating a context that enables community activities (Kietzmann et al.,
2013; Thompson, 2005) through the growth of trusting relationships between
leaders and members (Biichel & Raub, 2002; Coleman Jr, 1999; Cothrel & Wil-
liams, 1999), waiver of direct supervision of community activities (Chua, 2006;
Thompson, 2005), and provision of resources to CoPs (Anand et al., 2007; Chua,
2006; McDermott, 2000; Wenger et al., 2002).
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My findings, furthermore, uncover unique facets of this leader-member rela-
tion. Particularly, the findings show how leader-member relations are typically
formed as members engage in upward issue-selling (Dutton et al., 2001; Howard-
Grenville, 2007). Through issue selling, members direct formal leaders’ attention
and interest to the emerging issues and problems. Counterintuitively, this also
indicates that the emerging leadership relations are in parts of a rather close
and intimate nature, unlike often mentioned laissez-faire styles arguing for true
autonomy and a hands-off leadership (Hazy & Uhl-Bien, 2012). In other words,
members acquire and claim autonomy and free space for their community activi-
ties through continuous informing, notifying, and persuading of formal leadership.
Besides this, the three cases highlight the significance of immaterial resources
such as appreciation and legitimization that energize self-organized resourcing
activities within CoPs, whereas, prior research tends to only emphasize time and
funding as crucial (material) resources for new community initiatives (Anand
et al., 2007; Borzillo, 2009; Pattinson & Preece, 2014).

Extant research also notes how the integration of autonomous CoPs can be
achieved through leaders’ articulation of shared values and visions (Kirkman
et al., 2011; Kodama, 2002; Peltonen & Lidmsd, 2004). Likewise, my findings
of tightening practices show how sensegiving from superiors to members through
discursive activities allows for alignment of the self-organized practice. Howe-
ver, beyond this, the current study adds that meaning of community initiatives
and resources is often negotiated between levels while formal leadership and
community members mutually influence and adjust each other’s interpretative
frameworks.

Moreover, my findings highlight how, through this dynamic, interplay between
members and formal leadership resources are transitioned into formal structures,
when formal leaders absorb, channel, and promote these initiatives along official
lines. Much previous research focuses on how the CoP as an entity can become
transformed and formalized (Clegg et al., 2008; Dubé et al., 2005; Kirkman
et al., 2011; Wenger et al., 2002), and not so much on how leadership integrates
the emergent outcomes into broader structures for overall organizational benefit
(Tallman & Chacar, 2011a).

In sum, this study contributes to our understanding of CoPs by uncovering how
embeddedness of CoPs within the broader context of formal organizational hier-
archy is created and sustained through cultural and leadership mechanisms (see
Figure 7.1). In doing so, it provides nuance to our understanding of spontaneously
evolving and self-organized communities of practice as spaces for organizatio-
nal adaptation (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Brown & Duguid, 2001; Jarzabkowski,
2004).



228 7 Discussion

7.2  Implications for Research on Complexity Leadership
Theory

In this study, I employ insights from complexity theory to explain the emer-
gence of CoPs and their embeddedness within the formal organizational hierarchy.
Below, I will outline how my explanations affirm prior work on complexity theory
and in which respects they might add new nuances to our understanding of CAS
dynamics and leadership in organizations.

First, the current study adds to complexity theory literature in outlining com-
munities of practice as an example for the CAS dynamics in organizations. In
much of the extant research complex adaptive systems remain on an abstract level.
That is, they remain mostly unspecified, in the sense that anything that networks
can be studied from a CAS perspective. As mentioned earlier, the human brain,
our immune system, any social group, even the whole world might be understood
as a complex adaptive system (Stacey, 1996). In management and organization
science whole firms and industries have been studied as exhibiting the properties
and dynamics of CAS (Chiles et al., 2004; Stacey, 1995). On a closer look, howe-
ver, the informal organization has been repeatedly pointed out as the sphere in
which CAS dynamics emerge and scale. Stacey (1996) thus refers to the shadow
network in describing the informal system of organizations in which nonlinear
interactions lead to learning, and organizational change. Uhl-Bien et al. (2007),
likewise, describe CAS dynamics within social systems with the term informal
emergence, referring to changes that emerge from any kind of informal interac-
tion within organizations. In a similar vein, Uhl-Bien & Marion (2009) broadly
discuss informal, adaptive forces within bureaucratic organizations that function
as a complex adaptive system, without specifying what kind of social groups or
networks this might include.

Solely focusing on the informal organization, however, is problematic because
the informal system by definition involves any emergent behavior and social inter-
action among organizational members and the norms and values that underlie
such behaviors and interactions (McEvily, Soda, & Tortoriello, 2014). Hence, the
informal organization can involve any behavior (e.g., water cooler discussions,
affairs, power networks). Notwithstanding, that such informal interactions can
produce emergent social change, it might not always be the desired innovation an
organization seeks to adapt to environmental change.

In the current study, I explicitly focus on communities of practice and, there-
fore, on the part of the informal organization that develops around particular local
practices. In centering on CoPs, this study highlights how CAS dynamics unfold
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as individuals collectively and agentically engage in their day-to-day work prac-
tices with the aim of “getting the job done”. That is to say, my findings illustrate
how emergent self-organization emanates from interactions that are driven by spe-
cific practice problems and dilemmas. In doing so, this study helps to specify that
CAS dynamics unfolding from the situated practice of a community of practitio-
ners are more likely to generate fruitful outcomes regarding learning, innovation,
and adaptation.

Second, my findings show how the process of emergent self-organization cen-
tral to complexity theory involves self-organized resource generation. Proceeding
from the dissipative structures model (Prigogine, 1997) several complexity schol-
ars have outlined the processual stages of emergence in social systems, explai-
ning how new, overall system properties emerge from lower-level interactions
(Chiles et al., 2004; Gemmill & Smith, 1985; Goldstein, 1999; Lichtenstein,
2000; Lichtenstein, 2014; Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009; Smith & Gemmill,
1991). While these authors do not always use the same terms, the process of
emergence essentially entails the four stages of disequilibrium state, stress and
experiments, amplifying actions, and stabilizing feedback (Lichtenstein, 2014;
Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009).

The current study’s findings illustrate how the process of self-organized
resource generation within CoPs is akin to the above stages of emergence. As
I mentioned earlier, emergence occurs in far-from-equilibrium conditions that
can be provoked by environmental pressures as well as internal constraints that
push the organization away from equilibrium into the region of complexity
(Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009; Maguire & McKelvey, 1999). At this stage,
frontline members identify a need for specialized resources as they perceive their
resource endowment as insufficient to deal with the new situation. The move
away from equilibrium usually causes tension and stress in the form of new
approaches, novel ideas, and experiments—the second stage of emergence—as
organization members search for a more efficient way to organize (Lichtenstein,
2000; MacIntosh & MacLean, 1999). At this stage the members of the observed
CoPs improvise first responses and experiment with new resources. Amplifying
actions refer to the nonlinear interactions among the agents of a complex adap-
tive system. Amplification occurs when individuals link up through networks in
ways that allow for new ideas to spread and move quickly throughout the sys-
tem (Lichtenstein, 2014; Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009). That is, at this stage
of emergence the new ideas, patterns, or organizing structures gain momentum
and manifest themselves (Lichtenstein, 2014; Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001). Regar-
ding self-organized resourcing in CoPs, members at this point mobilize further
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connections and invite others to join their initiatives such as exercises, work-
shops, or conferences. Through this practicing together the new resources are
continuously expanded and become refined. Complexity scholars refer to the last
stage of emergence as stabilizing feedback, meaning that the emergent order beco-
mes anchored in the system. As a result, the system is kept from spinning out of
control and increases its overall capacity to deal with the new situation (Chiles
et al., 2004; Lichtenstein, 2014; Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009). At this point in
self-organized resourcing, members transfer the community generated resources
into the formal organization, that is, resources become institutionalized through
the interplay with formal leadership.

Following on from this, I conclude that my findings essentially affirm existent
notions about the processual stages of emergence unfolding within a CAS. They
furthermore also highlight how this process of emergence can entail a resource
generation dynamic that passes through similar sequences.

Third, the current study’s finding of community members and formal leaders
who, through their dynamic interrelation, generate new resources takes several
pointers from research on complexity leadership theory (Marion & Uhl-Bien,
2001; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). CLT is, at its core,
interested in how leaders can enable, influence, and structure the above-outlined
process of emergence so that emergent ideas and innovations and, therefore,
adaptability can occur in organizations.

As described before, the conceptualization of complexity leadership offered
by Uhl-Bien et al. (2007) identifies three leadership forms within organizations:
adaptive leadership, administrative leadership, and enabling leadership. Adaptive
or entrepreneurial leadership (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018), in this context, refers
to the influencing patterns that occur in the networked interactions of the infor-
mal organizations where actors explore and advance novel ideas (i.e., exploration).
Administrative or operational leadership describes leadership in the organization’s
formal system that produces results through efficiency and execution (i.e., exploi-
tation) (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). Enabling leadership
operates at the interface between informal, adaptive elements and formal ope-
rational systems and facilitates, CAS dynamics. Together, these three leadership
forms are argued to produce adaptability: adaptive leadership pushes for emer-
gent ideas in light of adaptive challenges, administrative leadership reintegrates,
incorporates, and executes the emergent change into the formal system, and enab-
ling leadership facilitates the adaptive processes (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Uhl-Bien
& Arena, 2017; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018).
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The current study adds to this “meta-framework” (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018) by
empirically illustrating how enabling leadership works in the context of communi-
ties of practice and how this generates the embeddedness of CoPs. The grounded
process model about the embeddedness of CoPs does not reproduce the comple-
xity leadership framework in its entirety, yet it borrows a few pointers from it
and is close to the overall logic of complexity leadership thinking. To be more
specific, this study does not explicitly emphasize the adaptive and administrative
leadership functions outlined by Uhl-Bien et al. (2007). Instead, I describe how,
in the dynamically evolving net of relationships between formal (similar to ope-
rational or administrative) leaders and community members, the emergence and
embeddedness of CoPs is enabled. Therefore, I believe that these findings are
comparable to the above mentioned enabling leadership function because it simi-
larly describes how self-organized practice is enabled, sustained, and integrated
via leadership.

The current study further adds to the CLT framework by highlighting how
the interface between self-organized CoPs (i.e., the adaptive function) and for-
mal leadership (i.e., the administrative function) establishes through the mutual
adjustment of schemas. In contemporary organizations administrative forms of
leadership represent the norm, meaning that leaders need to shift deliberately
into more enabling forms to allow for emergence as, otherwise, the adminis-
trative function would drive out exploration (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). The
findings presented here indicate that leaders’ enabling leadership practices are
initially encouraged through members’ upward issue-selling activities (i.e., adap-
tive leadership). On the other hand, ongoing negotiations with members over the
developed resources give formal leaders a sense for when exert their formal, aut-
hority power and transform the emergent outcomes and support it with official
means and processes. The mutual adjustment of actors underlying schemas, the-
refore, seems to be critical for emergence as it mediates between administrative
and enabling forms of leadership (Schulte et al., 2020).

Besides this, the current findings illustrate the essential role of resources appa-
rent in enabling leadership and, in doing so, add to prior research on complexity
leadership that recognizes the importance of resources for emergence (Hazy, 2011;
Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009; Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2001; Uhl-Bien & Arena,
2017). The cases described in this dissertation in particular elucidate the resource
flows between formal leadership and communities of practice in more detail.
Formal leaders enable self-organized resourcing processes by granting resources
such as autonomy and trust. They further energize and catalyze these dynamics
via material and immaterial resources. Moreover, leadership negotiates over the
resources under construction across levels and transforms them into the formal
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system. Following on from this, I suggest that the enabling leadership function
in CLT might also be understood as a dynamic process of resource allocation,
resource negotiation, and resource transformation at the interface between the
informal entrepreneurial and the formal operational system (Schulte et al., 2020).

A final contribution to this literature stream is that the current study, in gene-
ral, provides a unique and rich empirical example of complex dynamics unfolding
within a highly hierarchic and formalized organization. Extant work on comple-
xity theory, particularly on complexity leadership theory, is predominantly of a
theoretical nature, while empirical accounts—with a few notable exceptions (Chi-
les et al., 2004; Plowman et al., 2007a)—remain scarce. Against this backdrop,
the findings outlined here add to the overall complexity literature by empirically
illustrating how emergence unfolds in practice, how this sparks tension, and how
leader-follower relations are shaped in this context.

7.3  Implications for Research on Organizational Culture

The findings of the current study uncover cultural resourcing as a central mecha-
nism in the interrelation between the local context of a community of practice
and broader context of formal organizational hierarchy. On that basis, I would
like to elaborate on how these findings might add to our understanding of cultural
processes within organizations on a more general level.

First, my explanations of cultural resourcing processes contribute to the discus-
sion on the causal link between culture and human action. Within extant research
on culture, there is a long-standing debate over the relation between culture and
practice. Traditional notions of organizational culture, mostly conceptualize cul-
ture as a unitary system of meanings (Geertz, 1973) that guides the thinking and
behaviors of members (Schein, 1990). Such webs of meanings include norms,
taken-for-granted assumptions, and core values (Cameron & Quinn, 1999; Petti-
grew, 1979; Schein, 1985; van Maanen & Barley, 1984), which are learned and
internalized by members through processes of organizational socialization (van
Maanen & Schein, 1979). Central to these value-based conceptualizations of cul-
ture (Giorgi et al., 2015) is that an internalized system of meanings guides and
constrains peoples’ decisions and resulting actions. That is to say, culture provides
ends and goals in the form of values and meanings towards which action is direc-
ted (Weber & Dacin, 2011). Scholars in classical work on organizational culture,
therefore, perceive formal as well as informal practices as strongly influenced by
the culture in which actors are situated. In this sense, practices represent mani-
festations of deeply held values and beliefs (Schein, 1985; Smircich, 1983). As
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becomes apparent, these traditional contributions to our understanding of orga-
nizational culture tend towards a cultural determinism of practice and, therefore,
follow more the camp of “societists” (Schatzki, 2005), who emphasize macro
social phenomena in their explanations.

In contrast, the culture as a resource or toolkit perspective (Swidler, 1986;
Swidler, 2001a; Swidler, 2001b), defines culture as “grab bag” (Kellogg, 2011,
p. 483) or repertoire of cultural resources that individuals draw upon to build
strategies for action. Sociologist Ann Swidler (1986) introduced this notion of
culture as toolkits to explain how actors use cultural repertoires in practice; that
is, unlike in value-based conceptions: “culture is not a unified system that pushes
action in a consistent direction. Rather, it is more a toolkit or repertoire from
which actors select differing pieces for constructing lines of action” (Swidler,
1986, p. 277). Individuals, thus, utilize “heterogeneous bits of culture” (Weber
& Dacin, 2011, p. 289) to solve everyday problems (Giorgi et al., 2015; Weber,
2005). Instead of viewing culture as a set of prescriptions that constrain practice, a
toolkit-based approach conceptualizes culture as a necessary condition for action
(Swidler, 1986). Swidler’s approach to culture is consistent with the “practice
turn” (Schatzki, 2001; Whittington, 2006) in contemporary social theory that I
mentioned, earlier, in the theoretical background section.

Following this perspective, the relation between culture and practice is that
practices can affect culture (Giorgi et al., 2015; Swidler, 2001b). Practice can be
consequential in shaping specific epistemic cultures (Brown & Duguid, 2001) and
in perpetuating the cultural properties of a specific social group or field (Dacin,
Munir, & Tracey, 2010; Gherardi & Nicolini, 2000; Gherardi & Nicolini, 2002b;
Lave & Wenger, 1991). Furthermore, other studies highlight how small changes
within everyday practices can alter and change existing cultural repertoires and
dominant logics over time (Canato et al., 2013; Howard-Grenville et al., 2011;
Smets et al., 2012).

Recent practice-oriented research (Canato et al., 2013; Jarzabkowski, 2004;
Smets et al., 2012) advocates for utilizing a structuration perspective (Giddens,
1984; Sewell, 1992) to overcome this divide in linking culture and practices
(Giorgi et al., 2015). These studies suggest a relationship of mutual constitution
between practices and culture (Canato et al., 2013; Sewell, 2005; Smets et al.,
2012). That is, broader cultural frameworks and repertoires inform micro-level
practices, yet practices also function as a springboard for cultural change and can
enrich extant cultural repertoires (Canato et al., 2013).

It is at this point that my findings contribute to our understanding of the duality
of a broader cultural repertoire and local practices of a community by high-
lighting the process of cultural resourcing that is inherent in this interrelation.
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That is, in explaining the relational dynamic between local, situated practices of
a community and broader cultural repertoires via cultural resourcing I uncover
one mechanism underlying the duality of culture and practice. More specifically,
resourcing explains culture and practice as linked together through the proces-
ses of enactment and adaptation of cultural resources (schemas) in local practices
triggered by incidents of cultural dissonance.

In line with a structuration perspective, this explanation accounts for the simul-
taneous occurrence of stability and change in social structures (Giddens, 1984;
Sewell, 1992). Through cultural resourcing, members construct hybrid community
cultures that, at the same time, bring old and new identities, behavioral expecta-
tions, and meanings together in ways that enable novel avenues for action that,
heretofore, were not possible within the context of a formal organizational hier-
archy. In this sense, the newly constructed community culture functions as a new
resource because it enables new possibilities for collaborative action (Feldman,
2004; Howard-Grenville et al., 2011). In viewing culture this way, the current
study echoes Swidler’s (1986) conceptualization that recognizes culture as a set
of means or capacities for navigating everyday social life. The use of culture,
however, is not entirely unconstrained, as such a view might suggest. Instead,
members draw on an organizational cultural repertoire that is limited to elements
typical for military organizations.

In keeping with recent research on organizational culture that draws on Swid-
ler’s (1986) toolkit approach, the current study also illustrates actors’ skillful use
and transformation of cultural resources to achieve certain ends (Bertels, Howard-
Grenville, & Pek, 2016; Harrison & Corley, 2011; Howard-Grenville et al., 2011;
Kellogg, 2011; Rindova, Dalpiaz, & Ravasi, 2011; Weber, 2005). Prior work has
explored how organization members use and shape culture in cases of integrating
a coveted routine (Bertels et al., 2016), how an organization exchanges cultural
materials with external cultures of enthusiast communities (Harrison & Corley,
2011), how trainees change scutwork practices based on the availability of rich
cultural as well as political toolkits (Kellogg, 2011), and how the intentional jux-
taposition of old and new cultural resources can seed fundamental cultural change
(Howard-Grenville et al., 2011). The current study’s findings enrich this stream of
research by illustrating how less powerful organization members on the frontlines
use and shape cultural resources within self-organized practice, an area in which
this literature has, hitherto, not considered.

My findings, however, also indicate not to dismiss the culture as a system
of meanings notion by exclusively focusing on the performative aspects of cul-
ture. As the informant’s quotes of this study have exemplified, soldierly norms,
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beliefs, and identities—a system of shared meanings—are learned and interna-
lized through organizational socialization (Schein, 1985; van Maanen & Schein,
1979). Thus, it seems reasonable to conceive organizational culture as a reper-
toire consisting of a system of beliefs, norms, values, and meanings with different
degrees of internalization (Canato et al., 2013) that takes the form of schematic
knowledge that is at least to a certain degree shared among organization members
(DiMaggio, 1997).

In accord with Sewell (2005), I reason that it seems odd to interpret this
notion as incompatible with a more performative view on culture as resources
or repertoires. Contrary, one has to think of the use of cultural resources and the
underlying system of meanings as complementary aspects of the same phenomena
(Giorgi et al., 2015; Patterson, 2014). Engaging in social practice means utilizing
a cultural resource in order to achieve a specific end (Swidler, 2001b). However,
the accomplishment of the desired goal can only be expected, because the applied
resource has a predetermined and collectively shared meaning in a system to other
resources (Sewell, 1992). Thus, cultural resources require a system of meanings.
On the other hand, the system of meanings remains in a state of potentiality and
only receives validity if it is enacted in practice. Otherwise, it would fade over
time (Sewell, 2005).

Consequently, I suggest that conceptualizations of organizational culture
should entail both cognitive (value-based) and performative (toolkit-based)
aspects. In other words, organizational culture consists of schemas that organize
the learned and internalized meanings, expectations, and values, which become
validated, perpetuated, and changed as they are put into action as people resource
them to navigate through organizational life.

Lastly, the current study’s findings also add to the discussion of when and
through whom organizational culture might change. My model suggests that
cultural change is something that continuously and gradually unfolds in local
practices within complex organizations. In prior work, cultural change is often
presumed to be episodic in nature, triggered by an initiating jolt or shock (Morrill,
2008; Swidler, 1986), or is brought forward by powerful change agents (Weick
& Quinn, 1999) or outsiders such as external consultants (Argyris, 1977; Schein,
1985). For example, in Swidler’s (1986) account cultural change regarding new
cultural resources that allow for different strategies is advanced in “unsettled
times” that are said to occur episodically in periods of upheaval. More recently,
Howard-Grenville et al. (2011) suggest that cultural change can also be initia-
ted in everyday organizational life when an organizational insider intentionally
combines mundane with less typical occurrences within routine activities.
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Although the current study’s findings resemble this notion as they also high-
light how individuals combine traditional norms with new ones, the cases of this
study are different in the way that they do not involve one central actor who
intentionally crafts a “liminal culture” for others (Howard-Grenville et al., 2011).
Instead, what I refer to as hybrid community cultures gradually emerges through
the repeated, self-organized interaction among multiple members without one cen-
tral “change agent” being present. Moreover, community members did not meet
intentionally to initiate cultural change programs; rather, their efforts were driven
by their practical needs, which necessitated them to contextually reinterpret and
adapt their learned repertoire in order to innovate new solutions collaboratively.

7.4 Implications for Managerial Practice

This work also has implications for officers and armed forces leaders as well as
for managers in similar hierarchical organizations. In general, the findings, high-
lighting how the self-organized efforts of frontline members become embedded
in the context of formal organizational hierarchy, should be of interest to strate-
gic leaders and planners, who aspire to design their bureaucratic and hierarchical
organizations more adaptively.

First, organizations such as the Federal Armed Forces are highly complex
systems, in the sense that they comprise myriad interconnected elements, whose
interplay cannot be grasped and governed by one central authority. The dominant
logic of hierarchy, however, too often remains that tasks, missions, and initiati-
ves are preplanned and pre-structured and are top-down instructed, supervised,
and controlled. In a complex, dynamic, and unpredictable world, however, this
logic is outdated. This manuscript’s findings illustrate how self-organized inter-
action in evolving communities situated on the lower organizational levels can
play a crucial role in generating adaptive responses to a complex environment.
That is, the observed communities of practice transform the FAF in the respective
domain from a complex system into a complex adaptive system (Stacey, 1995)
because, through them, the external complexity is met with internal complexity
(i.e., emergence). Thus, a critical insight for practitioners is to recognize this adap-
tive potential inherent in CoPs and depart from the common logic that change
must be top-down administered.

Second, the current study’s findings move beyond this general statement as
they show how CoPs interrelate with their formal surroundings, highlighting how
the tension between these contradictory forces can be engaged. Especially, cultu-
ral resourcing facilitates a CoPs” embeddedness. These cultural processes indicate



7.4 Implications for Managerial Practice 237

that organizations should assess their cultural repertoires about the resources
available in them and observe how those resources are brought to use in social
practice. Too often it seems to be the case that cultural statements about the
organizations’ visions, core values, and norms are composed by top-management
assuming overall cultural unity (Brown & Duguid, 2001) with little knowledge
about how organizational members practice these norms and values. The role
of senior managers should be to retain new cultural resources (e.g., rank-free
cooperation) originating from CoPs and recompose them with the existent cultu-
ral repertoire. In doing so, they would acknowledge and legitimize these activities
as desirable behaviors.

With regard to the German military, the finding of community members who
first and foremost construct professional identities indicates that there is no sin-
gle formally prescribed soldierly identity. Within the FAF the debate on what
constitutes the “right” soldierly self-image has a long tradition. This identity
conflict proceeds between two opposing groups. One group views themselves
predominantly as fighters and emphasizes traditional military virtues such as
bravery, tactical competence, and discipline (value-based identity). In contrast,
others call for a soldierly self-image that combines identities from diplomats,
humanitarian aid workers, bureaucratic managers, combat leaders, and fighters
(task-based identity) (Glatz, 2016; Tomforde, 2015; Warburg, 2010; Weigt, 2014).
In cases described in this dissertation, employees collectively shape their identi-
ties in and around their practices. These identities are hybrid and multifunctional.
That is, at their core, they involve traditional soldierly values such as a high
sense of duty as wells as a strong commitment and loyalty towards the FAF’s
purpose and mission (value-based). These general virtues, however, are combi-
ned with professionalism, a high task-orientation, and passion for the respective
practice area (task-based). Thus, these identities go beyond simple, traditional
self-understandings of soldiers as pure fighters. Political as well as military lea-
ders would do well to open up discussions about soldierly identity in order to
facilitate the construction of such, more differentiated, self-images.

Third, the findings illustrated above give a detailed account of how leader-
ship operates at the interface between the self-organized CoP and managerial
system. In particular, they outline how formal leaders can and must get invol-
ved with communities of practice without undermining their emergent and
self-organized nature. Implications for practitioners in leadership positions are,
therefore, manifold: establish close and mutually trusting relationships to your
followers, encourage followers to engage adaptive challenges, allow actions in
grey areas, listen to your followers and accept when they are in the lead on emer-
gent issues. Additionally, leaders should recognize and legitimize novel avenues
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their followers discover, try to give sense to new developments, remind followers
of the organization’s core values and overall vision, be open to followers’ ideas
and suggestions, grapple with followers on emerging issues, and promote and
champion followers’ initiatives along the chain of command. The bottom line of
such a leadership perspective is that such enabling practices implicate much less
top-down control but also call for leaders to be highly involved and not passive
bystanders (Schulte et al., 2020).

The central message to organizational leaders, here, is to accept the tensions
between informally emerging communities and the formal managerial system in
their organizations as a natural and potentially constructive occurrence, instead of
falling back into patterns of control and alignment.

Within the German military, surprisingly, some of these recommendations are
already mentioned in the FAF’s manual for civic duty and leadership develop-
ment and are core elements in German mission-type tactics. Besides that, senior
military leaders repeatedly mention the need for such novel leadership practices
(Weigt, 2014). However, leadership relations that involve these features represent,
somewhat more, the exception and not the norm within the FAF. Instead, in many
places leadership and regular organizing practices of “legal safeguarding” and
“micro-management” were experienced as dysfunctional for flexible adaptation.
Consequently, military leaders should actively try to return to mission-type tactics
in their everyday practice.

On a more general level, military leadership philosophies should include what
CLT coins enabling leadership. Traditionally, military leadership emphasizes effi-
ciency, motivation, and cohesion in military task fulfillment, that is, it focuses
on performance. Consequently, training programs predominantly involve teaching
leadership practices in either tactical combat situations or command and control
processes in traditional staff work. While these aspects are apparently important,
training programs should be extended to capture the, in parts, diverging aspects
of the leadership notion developed in this dissertation. Leadership for communi-
ties of practice is more emergent than preplanned, demanding an excellent sense
from leaders to recognize when followers engage in self-organized activities. It
is less hands-on than traditional military leadership and requires leaders to take
a step back at times. It is more distributed among actors than traditional lea-
dership which, in the military, involves the principle of unity and singularity of
command. Finally, this form of leadership requires finding consensus instead of
issuing orders from top to bottom.

From my own experiences as an officer in the FAF, I recall that such qua-
lities are seldom educated and rewarded. Instead, prevalent leadership images
tend to favor the strong-willed, decisive, and charismatic troop commander.
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Notwithstanding that such leadership qualities remain essential in military orga-
nizations—especially in combat training and missions—other situations such as
normal peacetime service and other environments such as training facilities, staff
members, and departments, call for nuanced leadership concepts (Kark et al.,
2016). Thus, future leaders should be trained more in how to navigate the intri-
cacies and contingencies of entirely different leadership situations they will face
during their careers.

7.5 Beyond the Military Organization and Further
Research

On a final note, I would like to discuss some of the study’s limitations and
highlight possible avenues for further research. One of the central critiques of
qualitative research is regularly its limited generalizability. The ultimate purpose
of an interpretative research approach taken in this dissertation, however, is not
to develop generalizable theory, but to provide a detailed account about a specific
phenomenon, specific event, or process from the perspective of those who have
experienced it (Gioia, 2003; Harrison & Corley, 2011). This is not to say that
the emergent theory—the grounded model—produced through the researchers’
interpretation of informants’ claims and experiences is not transferable into other
contexts (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). A condition for transferability, however, is that
possible cases for transference share key characteristics with the context under
study (Harrison & Corley, 2011). Thus, even though the model about the embed-
dedness of CoPs emerged from our study of the German armed forces, I believe
that it is translatable to other organizational contexts outside the military.

Although several researchers and commentators have written about the decline
and dysfunctionalities of mechanistic, bureaucratic organizations (Burns & Stal-
ker, 1961; Mintzberg, 1979) and have praised the emergence of new organi-
zational forms (Lewin & Volberda, 1999), the vast majority of contemporary
business organizations—in particular large, multi-business corporations—still
remain structured around these principles (Hales, 2002; Uhl-Bien & Marion,
2009). That is, they are also vertically stratified in managerial functions, are
functionally compartmentalized into distinct areas, and they are coordinated and
controlled by centrally imposed formal rules. It is this context, where the dyna-
mics of CoPs and the mechanisms of embeddedness should be of relevance and
applicable.

One military particularity that might limit this transferability into other con-
texts is the deeply ingrained belief of serving the organizational purpose salient
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among informants of this study. This sense of duty might be specific to the mili-
tary or similar public or non-profit organizations that possess social missions that
are more easy to identify with (Dixon, Weeks, Boland, & Perelli, 2016). Howe-
ver, other business organizations are also interested in developing a shared sense
of duty among their employees, by encouraging citizenships behaviors that go
beyond the initial call of duty and strive towards higher purposes (Tinoco &
Arnaud, 2013).

Besides applying to other, yet, similar situations the grounded model of this
study also gives a few pointers for future research opportunities.

First, as I highlight the potential of CoPs for organizational adaptability unfol-
ding in the practices of lower-level practitioners, research from an open strategy
perspective (Hautz, Seidl, & Whittington, 2017; Whittington, 2019; Whittington,
Cailluet, & Yakis-Douglas, 2011) might further build on these insights. The emer-
ging paradigm of open strategy develops mostly from research in the strategy as
practice tradition (Jarzabkowski, 2005; Jarzabkowski et al., 2007; Jarzabkowski
& Spee, 2009; Whittington et al., 2003b) and calls for opening up the strategy pro-
cess through new practices of strategy-making that span organizational level and
boundaries (Whittington et al., 2011). The main premise of open strategy research
is that involving more actors into strategy making leads to better outcomes. Open
strategy in this view involves a bundle of strategy practices that enable greater
transparency and inclusion regarding a wide range of internal as well as external
actors outside managerial elites. Transparency alludes to the visibility of strategic
information for external and internal audiences, while inclusion refers to internal
and external consultation regarding strategic issues (Hautz et al., 2017). Research
exploring these dimensions of open strategy has highlighted that information tech-
nology such as social media applications and wiki technologies promote not only
transparency by increasing the visibility of strategic conversations but also can
facilitate greater inclusion by involving internal and external participants in open
strategy via online crowds and communities (Dobusch & Kapeller, 2018; Stie-
ger, Matzler, Chatterjee, & Ladstaetter-Fussenegger, 2012). For instances authors
have studied internal crowd-sourcing initiatives involving thousands participants
from all over the organization (Bjelland & Wood, 2008) and the role of open
strategy practices in online communities such as Creative Commons copyright
experts (Dobusch & Kapeller, 2018). As becomes evident these studies focus on
information technology mediated practices of open strategy. In contrast, the CoPs
studied above emerged from everyday work activities of organization members
on the frontlines.

Although not all of the communities of practice introduced in this study dis-
played strategic relevance for the armed forces, issues such as the recognition
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of intercultural aspects in mission planning and execution or the capability for
network-centric warfare had and still have a significant effect on how the FAF
is able to achieve its strategic goals. They thus provide vivid examples of how
strategic issues emerge from the lower organizational levels where practitioners
identify environmental challenges and threats and develop adaptive responses in
evolving communities. The findings of the current study thus may depict a first
step in exploring the role of CoPs in open strategy making processes.

Enabled and embedded via leadership these CoPs can facilitate open strat-
egy along the inclusion dimension (Hautz et al., 2017) as they not only allow
the participation of frontline practitioners in strategy making processes they also
automatically incorporate external actors’ perspectives and insights because these
CoPs are embedded in wider networks of practice (Brown & Duguid, 2001) or
practice landscapes (Pyrko et al., 2019).

On a related note, more and more research lately explores the dynamics of
organizational spaces for organizational and strategic change or adaptability in
general (Kellogg, 2009; Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018; Wiedner et al., 2017).2 Space
concepts for example involve relational spaces (Kellogg, 2009), free spaces (Rao
& Dutta, 2012), or discursive spaces (Hardy & Maguire, 2010). Moreover, Wied-
ner et al. (2017) in drawing on resourcing theory (Feldman, 2004; Feldman
& Worline, 2012) introduce the concept of “resourcing space” as the space in
which actors are enabled to change their practices. While originating from com-
plexity theory Uhl-Bien & Arena (2017; 2018) outline the concept of “adaptive
space” defining the space on the interface between the entrepreneurial and the
operational systems of an organization, which accommodates adaptability and is
created and sustained via enabling leadership. Although stemming from different
traditions, these concepts describe social spaces in which actors from different
organizational levels come together and advance change. The described CoPs in
this dissertation resemble to the dynamics of these spaces as they also describe
contexts in which organization members drive change and adaptation through self-
organized resourcing. Also, these local contexts are opened up and closed through
leadership practices that steer the resource flows from and towards these spaces.

Taking these findings into consideration, we can see at least two opportunities
for future research. First, researchers may delve deeper into the practices that
shape and sustain spaces in which CoPs can participate in open strategy making
processes to drive strategic change and adaptation. This would involve clarifying
on which organizational levels different leadership practices are enacted and how
they, in concert, enable and sustain a CoPs embeddedness. Studying on which

2For a review of work on organizational spaces see also Weinfurtner and Seidl (2019).
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levels specific practices occur would also give us a more detailed picture of the
distributed nature of enabling leadership among several actors on multiple levels.
Second, as we can see that the CoPs studied in this dissertation show features
of resourcing as well as of adaptive and relational spaces future work on CoPs
may draw on these space concepts to explore the dynamics of CoPs as well as
integrate and synthesize these various space notions.

Moreover the findings of the current study have highlighted the different
resource flows from and towards communities of practice. Resources have, for
decades been a cornerstone to our understanding of firms and strategic manage-
ment in particular. For instance, resources are viewed as the primary productive
building blocks that make up the firm (Penrose, 1959), as critical assets that
reduce uncertainty and environmental dependence (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978), as
sources of sustained competitive advantage (Barney, 1991; Wernerfelt, 1984), or
most recently in the dynamic capability view as the assets that need to be reconfi-
gured into new resource combinations in order to adapt to environmental threats or
opportunities (Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000; Teece, Pisano, & Shuen, 1997). Dyna-
mic capability perspectives, in particular, search for explanations for the dynamic
renewal and reconfiguration of an organization’s resource base in high-velocity
environments. A central managerial task in this perspective is to gather and allo-
cate resources, and thereby, reconfigure an organization’s resources endowment
to respond to environmental dynamism (Adner & Helfat, 2003; Helfat & Martin,
2014; Helfat & Peteraf, 2015; Teece, 2007; Teece, 2014). The different modes of
how to manage resources involve leveraging, creating, accessing, and releasing a
firm’s resources (Danneels, 2011; Eisenhardt & Martin, 2000). Yet, how resources
itself are altered and transformed by decision-makers remains largely unatten-
ded in the field of strategy (Danneels, 2011; Kannan-Narasimhan & Lawrence,
2018; Sirmon, Hitt, & Ireland, 2007). This is because resources in the dynamic
capability view are mostly viewed as fixed and stable entities that have innate
properties and qualities. Depending on these properties resources are valuable,
rare, inimitable, and non-substitutable (Barney, 1991). When viewed from this
perspective, static resources, however, can only be utilized for specific preconcei-
ved and defined applications, neglecting alternative ways of how actors might use
them (Feldman & Worline, 2012; Kannan-Narasimhan & Lawrence, 2018).

Drawing on a practice-oriented resource understanding (Feldman, 2004; Feld-
man & Worline, 2016), the current study highlights how frontline employees
collaboratively in their communities transform resources and creatively create new
ones. Given this, I suggest to understand CoPs as a meta-resource that accom-
modate the potential to renew and reconfigure other resources in practice. This
finding of CoPs as a meta-resource may lay the groundwork for future research
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from strategy as practice perspective (Jarzabkowski, 2005; Jarzabkowski & Spee,
2009; Whittington et al., 2003b; Whittington, 2006) that more thoroughly theo-
rizes how CoPs function as a micro-foundation of dynamic capabilities (Felin &
Foss, 2005; Felin, Foss, Heimeriks, & Madsen, 2012; Felin, Foss, & Ployhart,
2015).

Also, the resource-based and dynamic capability literature with a few excepti-
ons (Augier & Teece, 2009; Teece, 2014) remains rather vague concerning the role
leadership plays in building, integrating, and reconfiguring resources. In moving
beyond the scope on CoPs, scholars may proceed from the current findings and
elaborate on developing a more generalizable theory that explains the who, how,
what, and why of leadership for endogenous resource generation.
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Concluding Remarks

The only true wisdom is in knowing you know nothing.

Socrates

The issue of designing contemporary organizations for adaptability in today’s
dynamic world is arguably one of the most significant challenges managers face
nowadays because it requires formal systems focused on productivity as well as
informal elements that organically explore and innovate. On that premise, the
purpose of this study was to investigate how the tension between informal and
self-organized communities of practice and formal organizational hierarchy can
be managed. That is, my aim was to understand the dynamics of how CoPs
emerge and become embedded within formal organizations to allow for local lear-
ning and adaptation, but also to ensure sufficient integration and dissemination of
community-generated ideas, initiatives, and knowledge.

Based on the in-depth investigation of three CoPs within the German Federal
Armed Forces, coupled with an interpretative research approach, I was able to
build a grounded theory foregrounding the inherent duality of the tension bet-
ween CoPs and its broader organizational context. That is, the findings unpack
how the interrelation between local CoPs and formal organizational hierarchy is
characterized by the simultaneous occurrence of cultural stability and change, loo-
sening and tightening leadership practices, and explorative activities and efficient
practice. It thus illustrates and theorizes the processes and mechanisms unfolding
on the interface between communities and formal organizational hierarchy.
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The grounded model about the embeddedness of CoPs presented in Figure 6.1,
in particular, offers a practice-oriented as well as complexity theory-driven expla-
nation of community emergence as the collective response to environmental
dynamics during which novel resources are molded and expanded in practice.
Additionally, it outlines the processes of cultural resourcing that can explain how
the practices of a CoP interrelate with broader socio-cultural structures. Lastly,
the model elucidates how self-organized resource generation in CoPs interewea-
ves with formal leadership and, in doing so, offers a novel conceptualization of
how we understand leadership for communities of practice.

In conclusion, the current study provides a detailed picture about the inter-
relation of local communities of practice with their broader organizational
surroundings, thereby, filling a blind spot in the literature that in the past has
caused many contradictory notions and misleading recommendations on how to
manage and instrumentally setup communities of practice. Although the current
study will most certainly not revolutionize research on CoPs and organizational
adaptability, my modest hope is that this dissertation can contribute to a more
nuanced understanding of informal and self-organized CoPs in research as well
as in managerial practice.
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