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ABSTRACT

This dissertation presents the findings from a study focusing on the emergence of
communities of practice in the context of organisational change. In doing so, it tries to
-examine how informal learning might be influenced by change — which in several
cases implies alterations in practice/work — and it explores the possibilities for
organisations to “manage” communities of practice to improve performance. Research
took place in a merging organisation in the UK brewing sector. The author gained
access in two settings: the finance department of the organisation’s Northern Irish
subsidiary based in Belfast and the telesales department of the Scottish subsidiary
based in Glasgow. Overall, 60 semi-structured interviews were conducted with
participants from both settings while the author also had the opportunity to employ
non-participant observation and document analysis.

The study examines the way in which informal learning and knowledge sharing
unfolded in the two settings, following the merger, while also exploring the outcomes
of those processes through a perspective that favours “knowing” as part of action. The
findings show that in Belfast, where the nature of change resembled past experiences
and the historically constituted workplace context favoured similar efforts, knowledge
sharing was characterised by a relative lack of conflict. In contrast, change in
Glasgow was seen as more radical in its nature as it affected key elements of the
work/practice of the telesales employees and it was linked to further changes in the
sectoral context in which the organisation operated. Consequently, knowledge sharing
lacked coherence and it was influenced by workplace politics and the existence of
divergent understandings of what successful practice was in the setting. Accordingly,
the challenges for those responsible for operationalising change were different in the
two settings.

The findings also reveal that the nature of work/practice within the two settings
differentiated the outcomes of the process of informal knowledge sharing and
application as well. Therefore, in Belfast informal collaboration among the local
practitioners led to a standardisation of working procedures. In contrast, given the
important role that the telesales department had in realising the new company’s
strategy, knowledge sharing in Glasgow led to an improvisation in working
procedures, something that allowed local practitioners to remain innovative in the
course of their jobs.

The study concludes that a better understanding of the ways in which learning and
knowledge sharing develop in communities of practice can be achieved by locating
those processes in their meaningful contexts, paying attention at the same time to the
role of power differences. This task, in combination with an adoption of a dynamic
view of knowledge, can also help us explore more critically the implications that
those informal processes of learning have for managerial action.
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
1.1: The Rationale for the Study

Research on knowledge management and organisational learning has often been
characterised by normative approaches that regard knowledge as an entity that needs
to and can be managed, thus paying specific attention to knowledge codification,
storage and retrieval and treating learning as an activity that takes place outside the
context of everyday work (Dodgson 1993; Swan and Scarbrough 2001). In contrast,
the literature addressing learning and knowing within communities of practice (Lave
and Wenger 1991) has provided a valuable alternative as it treats learning as
something that occurs in conjunction with working rather than in isolation from work.
In this way, it has helped us appreciate the role of informal learning processes that
take place in firms and their contribution to innovative capability, while it has also
inspired theoretical explorations which have contributed towards a more dynamic
view of knowledge creation and application (Tsoukas and Vladimirou 2001; Styhre
2003).

However, the communities of practice literature is not without its limitations. Firstly,
as recent critiques have noted (e.g. Contu and Willmott 2003), authors have tended to
place an emphasis solely on the interpersonal relationships among the members of
such collectives, thus overlooking the impact that elements of the wider macro-
context (social, economical, political) might have on the way those dynamics are
played out. Secondly, this emphasis on the local conditions in which informal learning
activities unfold, in combination with the positive connotations of the word
community, have led authors to implicitly take for granted the elements of consensus
and trust (e.g. Brown and Duguid 1991) without fully exploring the possibilities for
friction as a result of conflicting interests or divergent understandings of practice.
Thus, the impact of workplace politics has been recognised as an area for further
exploration in relation to this literature (Fox 2000), particularly if one takes into
consideration the increasing interest in the possibilities of “managing” communities of
practice for securing competitive success. The notion of “cultivating communities of
practice” (Wenger et al. 2002) has been used specifically in discussions of the
application of the concept in the context of business organisations. However, given

the functionalist readings of recent accounts (for example, the aforementioned work



by Wenger et al.), where it is assumed that communities of practice are readily
amenable to managerial intervention and control (Contu and Willmott 2000), a critical
understanding of the role that those in managerial positions might play in relation to

informal learning activities has yet to be fully reached.

This study attempts to address the above identified limitations by examining the
emergence and changing nature of communities of practice in the context of
organisational change, in this case a merger. Focusing on the aftermath of a merger
has the potential to facilitate our examination of micro-level interaction around the
sharing of relevant knowledge. Informal processes of knowledge sharing have been
characterised as a crucial element in the implementation of change, especially in cases
of post-merger integration (Leroy and Ramanantsoa, 1997). Thus, the intended
contribution of this research lies in the integration of those two fields of study, i.e.
processes of knowledge sharing and change. The use of the communities of practice
concept in this study can help examine more effectively how research participants
might make sense of their work in relation to certain objectives derived from the
context of the merger. Also, in contrast to approaches that solely focus on the actions
of those in managerial positions, focusing on the work practice of non-managerial
practitioners has the potential to provide us with a more complete picture of the
challenges related to implementing change. In particular, it will be shown that issues
related to change implementation do not revolve solely around proper communication
and similar managerial initiatives but also include the point of how practice is

understood at the lower levels of the organisational hierarchy.

On the other hand, in an effort to look beyond the actions of individuals and the role
of interpersonal relations, the context of the merger and more specifically an
exploration of its rationale and implications, can help raise our awareness of the
impact of wider macro contexts (related, for example, to the sector in which an
organisation operates, or to the nature of capitalist economy) within which intra-
organisational knowledge sharing is inevitably embedded. In addition to providing the
possibility of examining knowledge sharing in a grounded context, the potential that
an event like a merger has to affect/alter established readings of work/practice, as

mentioned in the above paragraph, can direct more explicitly the focus of the research



on understanding how informal learning processes might be influenced by workplace

politics and clarifying the role that management might play.

The task of situating the emergence of communities of practice in its meaningful
contexts has been informed by a critical realist ontology. Ontological and
epistemological issues are discussed in greater detail in Chapter Four, but here it
should be stressed that one of the key points of a critical realist understanding of the
social world is the distinction between observable events and the structures and
mechanisms that actually cause what happens whether we experience it or not
(Danermark et al. 2002). A consequence of such a distinction is that for critical
realists an explanation involves looking “underneath the surface” to identify the
structures or mechanisms capable of generating what has been observed as part of
doing research. This can mainly be achieved through retroduction, i.e. a thought
operation consisting of “asking questions to clarify...the basic prerequisites or
conditions for social relations, people’s actions, reasoning and knowledge”

(Danermark et al 2002, p.96).

Thus, the focus of a critical realist meta-theory on providing grounded but not
deterministic explanations of observed events (as will be stressed in Chapter Four)
can be of benefit to this research which seeks to analyse the way knowledge sharing
unfolds in the context of a merger by drawing connections between micro-level
interactions and events that take place at a more macro-level of inquiry. Additionally,
a critical realist perspective is also relevant to this study as it explicitly recognises the
existence of power differences and conflicting interests deriving from the relational
nature of social structures in which agents occupy different positions. This position
differs from recent critiques on the communities of practice literature, such as the one
by Contu and Willmott (2003). As will be stressed in Chapter 3, although they
underline the importance of paying attention to issues power when analysing informal
learning at the intra-organisational level, they focus almost exclusively on the
asymmetries of power within the context of capitalist employment relations. That
prevents them to some extent from talking more openly about the impact that different

elements of broader social structures might have on micro-level knowledge sharing.



Finally, with regard to research design, from a critical realist viewpoint, comparative
cases can provide a basis for retroduction, i.e. the identification of generative
mechanisms (Danermark et al 2002). Thus, after a number of mechanisms are
bostulated at a theoretical level, the comparison between different cases to find
similarities and differences with regard to the phenomena in which a researcher is
interested allows for a clarification of how those mechanisms have interacted with the
contingencies of local contexts (Tsoukas 1989, p.559). In this case, fieldwork mainly
took place in two settings of a merging organisation operating in the UK brewing
sector, “Brewers Limited UK”. The formation of the organisation came as a result of
the merger of “O’Hagan Brewers”, a UK company, with “Brewers Limited”, a
Belgian company. Both settings were part of the former “O’Hagan Brewers”
organisation. The first setting was the finance department of “BL(UK)’s Northern
Irish subsidiary based in Belfast and the second setting was the telesales department
of the company’s Scottish subsidiary based in Glasgow. More information on the
settings and on the merger’s background is presented in Chapters Four and Five.
“BL(UK)” emerged as an excellent research site, as it signalled the integration of two
different organisations and therefore it provided the researcher with the opportunity to
explore knowledge sharing in relation to issues such as the influence of politics, the
role of managerial action etc. Before moving on to describe the structure of the thesis,
it would be useful at this point to summarise the main objectives of the research. This
study seeks:

1) To explore the impact of organisational change on the emergence of
communities of practice. In particular, to identify the extent to which the
merger facilitated or inhibited informal learning processes.

2) To explore how these informal processes of learning and knowledge sharing
were influenced by the local workplace context of the research settings both
prior to and after the merger. Specific attention is paid to the nature of
practice/work in the settings, the normative role-related expectations of the
practitioners and the nature of social relations.

3) In addition to a focus on the workplace context, the research also sets out to
identify the impact that changes in the wider sectoral context might have had
on the way informal learning and knowledge sharing unfolded in the research

settings post-integration.



4) To identify the extent to which micro-politics (in the form of conflicting
interests and diverse interpretations of practice) impacted on the emergence of
communities of practice and to develop a more critical understanding of the
issue of managerial involvement in encouraging/shaping those informal
interactions.

5) To look inside the process of knowing undertaken in communities of practice
by exploring how the outcomes of informal knowledge sharing in the research
settings were influenced by the nature of practice/work and the objectives

relevant to organisational change.

1.2: The Structure of the Study

Chapter Two reviews the literature on strategic change, capturing the development of
the field from approaches focusing solely either on the role of agents or the role of
structure to the emergence of a processual approach - in the early to mid 1970s — that
focuses on the interplay between the two, also incorporating an understanding of
change as a political process. In keeping up with recent developments, the chapter
also examines the recent emergence of an activity-based view of strategy and change
which aims to explore the everyday activities that constitute the process of
organising/strategising. Additionally, specific mention is made of approaches that
adopt a processual ontology of change, thus giving it ontological priority over the
concept of organisation. Finally, there is some discussion on the literatures of change
resistance and mergers and acquisitions and the extent to which they address the
existence of conflicting interests and the influence of micro-politics in relation to

change.

The chapter concludes that a focus on the interaction between agency and
structure/context, in combination with an appreciation of the role that conflicting
political interests might play in organisations, can indeed help to obtain a better
understanding of change, in this case change implementation. However, the dynamics
around such an activity as well as its outcomes can be explored more effectively if,
apart from an emphasis on the everyday activities of managers (as it derives from the
activity-based view perspective), analysis also takes seriously into account the micro-

processes of knowledge sharing unfolding at the lower levels of organisational



hierarchy. However, those have to be considered in relation to the wider contexts in

which they are embedded.

Chapter Three reviews the literature on knowledge management in general and
communities of practice in particular. In a fashion similar to Chapter Two, this
chapter begins with examining approaches characterised by a functionalist view of
knowledge as a static entity that can be captured, retrieved and exploited, gradually
shifting emphasis to a processual view that links knowledge with action. An outline of
the implications of that perspective leads to a more detailed look at the literature
examining knowing and learning in communities of practice. Finally, the last part of
the chapter concerns the limitations of that literature and the intended contributions of

this study.

Chapter Four focuses on the ontological perspective that has informed this study, i.e.
critical realism. The main aspects of this perspective are examined while the chapter
also considers its epistemological implications with regard to research design and
methods. Finally, the chapter provides a more detailed account of issues related to the
use of the selected research methods and to access negotiation together with a

description of the research settings.

Chapter Five provides a description of the main characteristics of the UK brewing
sector, also looking at the profiles of the three companies involved in the merger
which constitutes the focus of the study. Having provided background information on
the formation of the case organisation (the result of the merger), the chapter goes on
to focus on the rationale of the integration project, its structure and the main issues
deriving from it, thus preparing the ground for the analysis as it unfolds in the next

two chapters.

Chapter Six details the emergence of communities of practice following the merger,
examining the influence that the intra-organisational as well as the sectoral contexts
had on this process. Accordingly, there is a focus on the role of workplace politics and
managerial activity in relation to informal knowledge sharing. In explaining the
differences in the way informal learning unfolded in the two settings, the chapter

draws from key aspects of the critical realist ontology outlined in Chapter Four to



show how informal micro-processes of knowledge sharing can be linked to broader

socio-economic contexts.

Chapter Seven places the emphasis on the process of knowing itself, providing a
picture of how relevant knowledge was shared among the practitioners in the settings
and how the outcomes of this process were influenced by the nature of practice/work
and the roles of the practitioners with regard to their contributions to the strategic

objectives of the new organisation.

Chapter Eight summarises the main contributions of this study while it also outlines
how key ideas deriving from this research might inform future research in related
areas. In particular, it is argued that this study makes three contributions to the
relevant literature/s. Firstly, it provides empirical evidence related to the impact that
macro socio-economic contexts might have on informal processes of learning and
knowledge sharing unfolding at the local workplace level. Secondly, through an
explicit focus on the role of workplace politics (and their influence on knowledge
sharing), this study provides a clearer picture of the possibilities of “managing”
communities of practice. Thirdly, the study adds further insights to recent attempts
examining issues of knowledge sharing and creation in relation to the social context in
which they unfold and the objectives they are aimed at. This is accomplished through
the adoption of a processual perspective that focuses on the process of knowing as

part of action and examines its relation to knowledge.



CHAPTER 2: UNDERSTANDING STRATEGIC CHANGE

2.1: Introduction
This chapter will examine the various approaches regarding the management of

strategic change, tracing a trajectory in the relevant literature, starting from the late
1940s with the conception of change as a planned process with an emphasis on the
individual agent, an approach which has influenced many models on change through
the years and until the 1980s. This approach is rivalled by the notion of strategic
change as an emergent process influenced by structural forces, a view which first
became influential at the end of the 1960s and remains popular until the present time,
especially in the US. Additionally, particular mention will be made of the
contextualist school of thought, whose principal theoretical underpinnings started
taking shape in the beginning of 1970s, and which has proved to be very influential
until today. The latter perspective has paved the way for recent advances — mainly
from the mid 1990s — in the literature that focuses on the micro-practices which reside
within the process of strategic change. Additional mention is also made of approaches
that focus on micro-processes of change, thus prioritising ontologically change over
organisation. Finally, there is a brief discussion of the literatures on change resistance
and mergers and acquisitions and the extent to which they allow a serious
consideration of the influence of micro-politics . The concluding part of the chapter
summarises the key features deriving from those discussions and how they inform this

study.

2.2: Competing Approaches to Strategic Change
The issue of organisational change has gained particular prominence within the field

of organisation studies, reflecting the vitality of the ability of enterprises to adopt
changes in the contemporary business environment. Since differing academic
approaches to strategic change constitute the subject matter of the current chapter,
first of all, it would be useful to define our term. Therefore, according to Whipp
(2003, p.241), “managing strategic change refers to the management of changes
which specific strategies give rise to and imply”. For example, a change in an
organisation’s strategy may require further changes, namely changes in the work

organisation. However, it is important to mention that, firstly, not all change activities
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need to be radical and, secondly, that even during periods of major change, a sense of
continuity could be maintained (Pettigrew and Whipp 1991; Wilson 1992). Thus,
change can have many facets, therefore presenting managers with various challenges

régarding its management (Whipp 2003).

Although, as mentioned above, organisational change, over the last two decades, has
become one of the most researched and written about areas of organisational studies,
its roots as a research discipline go back as far as the late 1940s — early 1950s. It was
at this time that Kurt Lewin’s (1947; 1951) force field analysis, one of the first and, as
time has proved, very influential frameworks of organisational change was developed.
According to Lewin (1947; 1951), the status quo in an organisation is a result of an
equilibrium between various forces that drive change and forces that act against it.
Therefore, for individuals to create the right climate for change, they have to identify
which forces support the change and which ones restrain it. The identification of
forces for and against change leads to a framework of action consisting of three
phases. The first phase “unfreezing” involves the possible removal of restraining
forces so that the organisation is put in the appropriate condition for change. The
second phase involves the implementation of change in the organisation, while the
last stage “refreezing” refers to the establishment of the new situation. The force field
analysis by Lewin initiated a tradition in academic research on change according to
which change is conceptualised as an activity that can be planned in advance and be

implemented by individual managers.

Lewin’s influence is evident on subsequent models of planned change such as the
ones by Beckhard and Harris (1987), where change is conceived as a process
consisting of three states i.e. present state, transition state and future state, and
Dunphy and Stace (1988), where four different strategies for promoting and managing
change are suggested depending on a background of contingency factors, i.e. time,
support or resistance by key groups and organisation — environment. Additionally,
prescriptive writings on the ability of individual leaders to effect organisational
change and innovation, such as the work by Bennis and Nanus (1985) — although not
directly influenced by Lewin — still function within an individualistic perspective

(Slappendel 1996).
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With work by writers such as Quinn the focus is slightly removed from individual
agents in order to involve factors such as an organisation’s operating environment, a
concept already introduced in the work of contingency theorists such as Burns and
Stalker (1961) and Lawrence and Lorsch (1967). According to Quinn (1980),
organisational change is still a process that can be planned, but the planning and
implementation should occur in small steps, following the collection, study and
dissemination of information related to the organisation’s environment. The
importance of Quinn’s logical incrementalism lies in the fact that he recognises the
various limits inherent in the effort of an organisation to change and that he also
introduces (albeit implicitly) the element of politics by stressing the need to build
consensus over the content and implementation of strategic change (Pettigrew 1985).
However, an element of rationalism is still evident in Quinn’s model, as he thinks of
incremental change as a planned outcome to be achieved through a series of specific

activities.

The concept of change as mainly a result of the actions of perfectly knowledgeable
actors has been challenged by writers who believe that it does not account for the
influences of structural forces that reside outside the control of individuals and
therefore they conceive organisational change as an emergent process. This particular
view has been adopted by a number of writers, most notably by the population
ecology writers such as Aldrich (1979; 1986). According to the population ecology
models, organisations are viewed as members of a population with similar
characteristics and the requirements of the operating environment of a particular
population of firms will determine the survival or demise of certain firms (Hannan
and Freeman 1989). Therefore, organisational change mainly results as a reaction to
environmental pressures and as an attempt to secure a specific position in the
population of organisations. Consequently, firms that operate in the same industry or

sector tend to adopt similar strategies for change.

In addition to the population ecology theorists, a different category of writers who
have examined change from a structural point of view, are the innovation scholars. In
this case, the author refers to the framework developed by Zaltman et al. (1973) with
regard to the effect of organisational structures on the various stages of the innovation

process (Slappendel 1996). According to Zaltman et al. (1973), the stage of initiation
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and more specifically the activities of gathering and processing of information require
high complexity but low formalisation and low centralisation. However, low
complexity, higher formalisation and higher centralisation are more likely to facilitate
the implementation stage as they could reduce role conflict and ambiguity. Therefore,
Zaltman et al. (1973) conclude that an organisation has to shift its structure in order to
facilitate the various phases of the innovation process. At this point it is important to
mention that this specific approach to strategy and change has maintained a strong
position especially in the US, over the last two decades. This kind of research —
conducted either from a population ecology view of the organisation (Hannan and
Freeman 1984; Haveman 1993), or from a more general contingency approach (Zajac
et al. 2000) — is linked to the use of surveys to identify certain relations between
change and wider environmental forces (D'Aunno et al. 2000; Hannan and Freeman
1984), specific intrastructural characteristics (Haveman 1993), or a combination of
both (Barker and Duhaime 1997; Zajac et al. 2000).

However, despite the fact that the above literatures turn our attention to the influence
of structural elements on organisational change, they are certainly characterised by
two main weaknesses (Pettigrew 1985). Firstly, just as the planned models of change
do not recognise any structural influences on the management of change, the
population ecology models do not attribute any particular role to individual agents,
providing rather deterministic accounts on change. Secondly, in relation to the
contingency theories of innovation, a weakness they share with the models of planned
organisational change is the “highly rational and linear theories of process which
drive these models” (Pettigrew 1985, p.16). Those limitations led to the development
of an alternative view on change, which has become known as the processual school

of thought and which constitutes the focus of the next part of the chapter.

2.3: Strategic Change as a Process
This part of the chapter includes a discussion on the development and the basic

characteristics of what has come to be known as the “processual” or ‘contextual”
approach to organisational change (Pettigrew 1987). Additional reference will be
made to research based on this kind of approach, showing how its basic principles

have been applied to an empirical context.
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Looking at the relevant literature, it can be said that the work of Clark (1972) on
action research paved the way for some of the concepts which led towards a
processual analysis of change. Action research in this context is conceived as related
to efforts of planned change and is defined as an activity that involves three parties,
i.e. “the sponsor, the behavioural science practitioner, and the scientific community.
Action research aims to contribute both to the practical concerns of people in an
immediate problematic situation and to the goals of social science by joint
collaboration within a mutually acceptable ethical framework” (Clark 1972, pp.22-
23). Although Clark (1972, p.147) focused explicitly on planned organisational
change, conceiving it as a linear process consisting of several stages and sub-
processes, he made three important points that differentiated his work from previously

mentioned works on this area.

Firstly, he highlighted the importance of longitudinal research which was to improve
our understanding on how change activities unfold over time. This was an important
methodological development as until that time research would focus mainly on the
present considering change as a single episode, rather than as a process played out
over a significant period of time. However, it has to be mentioned that although Clark
stresses the importance of doing research on change using qualitative designs, he still
thinks of case studies as a means for preparing the ground for surveys testing several

variables, e.g. crisis as a factor that facilitates action research.

Secondly, stressing the limitations of considering resistance to change as the main
reason why action research activities had failed in the past, he calls attention to the
context of an organisation within which a change activity is introduced so that the
way of implementing the change is matched to the particular situation (Clark 1972,
p.2). Although Clark’s idea of context has certain limitations, compared to later
contextual analyses (e.g. Pettigrew 1985), it certainly constitutes a departure from
earlier approaches which assumed that the introduction and implementation of certain
changes were solely dependent on individual fortitude on the part of the managers and
on conviction of other individuals without recognising explicitly the influence of the

context on the final outcome.
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Thirdly and finally, Clark makes the significant point that in order to understand the
way in which certain action research is initiated and implemented, one has to look at
the political processes involved, i.e. “the changes and alliances and the use of action
résearch by particular coalitions, and taking account of changes in the internal
boundaries of the enterprise” (Clark 1972, p.147). Therefore, Clark explicitly
recognises that a political view of the organisation can be used beneficially to further
our understanding of organisational change, an element that was not given analytical
due from previous models on planned change, which were characterised by a unitary

stance.

The above presented ideas by Clark were further refined and unified in a specific
theoretical suggestion on how to research change by Pettigrew. A framework of
contextual analysis on change was presented in Pettigrew’s (1985) work on strategic
change in ICI, although elements of that framework were already evident in his earlier
work on organisational decision making as a political process (1973) and in his work

on organisational culture (1979).

With regard to strategic change, Pettigrew (1985, p.23) expressed his dissatisfaction
with research which considered “the change project as the unit of analysis, and change
itself either as a single event or a set of discrete episodes somehow separate from the
immediate and more distant context which gave those events form, meaning, and
substance”. Instead, there was a need for research on change characterised by a

processual and contextual nature.

In relation to the former, Pettigrew (1987) remarks that an essential element of
processual analysis is to regard organisations as social systems with a past, a present
and a future. Therefore, research on change should incorporate a focus on the history
of the organisation and its future and relate them to the present (Pettigrew 1987,
p.656). With regard to the latter, he remarks that contextual analysis requires from a
researcher the ability to connect analyses of higher level processes or events to lower
level processes and he cites as an example the influence of the wider social and
economic context on elements of intra organisational structure and on the interests of

different organisational groups.
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From the last point, it is obvious that the concept of the context is widened to include
not only elements of the intra-organisational context and structure but also elements
of the broader environment in which an enterprise operates. However, what is crucial
here is that although context becomes a central part of the analysis, it is not regarded
just as a constraining force, as it was the case with deterministic structural analyses.
Context and structure equally facilitate and constrain the change process while it is
also recognised that they are maintained or altered through action. According to
Pettigrew (1985, p.37), of particular significance is the idea that actors can mobilise
aspects of structure and context in order to achieve outcomes important to them.
Therefore, in Pettigrew’s view (1987) every attempt to formulate the content of

change requires managing its context (as it is depicted above) and its process.

In addition, the suggestion to see organisations as political and cultural systems has an
influence on analysing the process of strategic change. Therefore, managing change
as well as its outcomes can be seen as a result of political activity, as different groups
try to secure outcomes in line with their particular interests. As Pettigrew (1985)
remarks, such activity may take place particularly during the early discussions on
deciding to promote change — as such a decision might threaten the status of certain
groups and be seen as an opportunity by others to gain in prominence within the
organisation — and it definitely is influenced, as it was implied above, by certain
changes in the macro-environment of the firm. Within this political process, a key
concept is that of legitimacy of certain ideas relevant to change. Legitimacy is directly
connected to an activity that is defined by Pettigrew (1979, p.572) as “the
management of meaning” and it involves the construction and establishment of
language, symbols, myth, so that purpose and commitment around ideas that support

change can be generated while ideas that act against it can be delegitimised.

From the above, it becomes obvious that the focus on the interplay between
context/structure and process, an awareness of the political aspects of the
organisational life and the equal attention on the role that cultural elements can play in
relation to change, make processual analysis a far more sophisticated theory of change
in comparison to previous attempts and models, and for that reason a more attractive
one to be used in an empirical context. Additionally, theoretical maturity is matched

with the important methodological suggestion that qualitative methods and designs
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are indeed an effective way to research change. As Pettigrew mentions, longitudinal
case studies are necessary in order to develop a contextual analysis of change and
qualitative methods such as interviews and observation help to clarify how the process
of change is played out through time, while the use of questionnaires even within a

longitudinal fashion cannot achieve such a result (Pettigrew 1985, p.11).

On an empirical level, it is worth mentioning briefly that Pettigrew (1985) draws the
conclusion that although periods of radical change are precipitated by crisis
conditions, important for the content of those changes are the antecedent factors
inherent in the period that preceded the crisis. One of the most significant processes
that characterise the precrisis period is challenging of dominating ideology — rooted in
earlier contexts — within the organisation and creating the appropriate climate for the
change to occur later on, thus suggesting that “the development of strategic change in
the firm takes on the character of a political learning process”, (Pettigrew 1987,
p.666).

The above presented framework by Pettigrew has informed subsequent research on
strategic change, as can be seen in the works of Johnson (1987) and Pettigrew and
Whipp (1991). With reference to Johnson’s research on Foster Brothers, a UK
clothing retailer, many of Pettigrew’s findings from the ICI case were in a sense

replicated, although theoretically further suggestions were made.

Therefore, Johnson (1987) stresses the fact that long term adherence to the core — and
taken for granted — set of beliefs and assumptions that managers hold in relation to
their organisation, (what Johnson calls a “paradigm”, noting that is supported by
cultural artefacts such as symbols, myths and rituals) will lead to strategic drift, i.e.
the fact that gradually the strategy will not be in synch with the organisation’s
environment, something that is mostly felt when major performance problems surface.
This situation, which is very reminiscent of Pettigrew’s crisis conditions, will require

major changes in strategy to take place.

Central to an organisation’s preparation for change is the process of challenging
specific aspects of the paradigm, which again is perceived as a highly political

process, as such a challenge is also likely to be “interpreted as threatening by the
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political elites in the organisation” (Johnson 1987, p.272). Forming political alliances
that will favour the potential for change and “legitimising” fresh ideas — possibly
provided by outsiders, i.e. newcomers that do not identify with the current paradigm —
through symbolic support, i.e. language or rituals, constitutes an integral part in
creating a context for change. Similarly, the management of such a process requires a
careful reading and deep understanding of the organisational pre-history, i.e. as

Pettigrew notes the antecedent factors that nurtured the dominating paradigm.

Additionally, Johnson (1987) observes that building up a momentum for change will
also depend on the extent to which the organisation is characterised by a strongly
homogeneous or heterogeneous set of beliefs. In relation to this point he contends that
while the creation of bonding values and beliefs, supported by an appropriate culture
is highly desirable — so that strategy can be meaningful to organisational members in
terms of their day to day activities — it is also necessary that the organisation
maintains a creative tension, especially when it comes to the issue of operating the
business. Therefore managers “must be ready to accept that, maybe, there are new
ways of doing things and the views that they hold may need to be changed and change
frequently” (Johnson 1987, p.284).

Finally, Johnson (1987) concludes by referring to the five different facets of strategic
management or modes as he describes them, i.e. the adaptive, political, cognitive,
symbolic and planning modes. He argues that efforts towards incrementalism
(adaptive), as well as rational views on strategy (planning) can only work if they are
placed within a more general context of strategic change which recognises the
significance of managing the political processes within the organisation (political), the
need to understand the nature of core values and beliefs (cognitive) and the role that
symbols can play in legitimising certain ideas and building up a momentum for

change (symbolic).

The research by Pettigrew and Whipp (1991) on the contribution of the management
of strategic change to competitive performance, also employs a contextual analysis,
adding further insight on the debate on the process of strategic change. The novel
element here is the treatment of both strategic change and competition as continuous

processes within a context that incorporates wider sectoral and national/international
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structures apart from the particular characteristics of the firms in research and their
competition. The two scholars support the idea that the ability of an organisation to
identify the competitive forces in a constantly changing competitive environment, and
the capacity to manage the changes that the chosen competitive response implies, can
influence significantly the performance of the enterprise. Consequently, and given the
numerous opportunities for inertia or collapse of such a process, it is stressed that the
management of strategic change “implies streams of activities across time”, and even
then the direct outcome of such processes cannot be predicted in a linear fashion

(Pettigrew and Whipp 1991, p.276).

The main findings from the research, which was conducted in a longitudinal fashion
regarding companies operating in four different sectors, i.e. auto industry, merchant
banking, life assurance and book publishing, were related to the importance of five
factors related to the management of strategic and operational change, and the
difference they made to the performance of the firms concerned. The first one of these
factors, environmental assessment, is related to the ability of organisations to become
open learning systems, to acquire, process and assimilate information on the
environment at various levels, something that is crucial for the emergence and

formulation of a specific strategy (Pettigrew and Whipp 1991, p.280).

Another significant aspect of strategic change is related to the ability to lead change.
However, leadership is viewed within the inner and outer context of the firm that
influence the “zones of manoeuvre” (meaning opportunities for individual action)
through which the leader makes decisions on the content and the way of
implementing change. Additionally, the assumption that the process of strategic
change requires a single leader, in order for it to be carried out, is challenged as it is
suggested that the process requires more than a single leader over time and that
collective leadership at the senior level with complementary leadership at lower levels

may be important in specific situations.

The third key factor is related to the importance of linking strategic and operational
change. The significant point here is that the implementation of a strategy may lead to
the transformation of the original strategic intentions, as those are examined under a

new light provided by the implementation activity. The last two factors are related to
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the awareness of the benefits that Human Resource Management can provide in
relation to the process of change and the necessity of coherence in the management of
change. This last point refers to the ability to “hold the business together as a totality
while simultaneously changing it, often over lengthy periods of time”. This idea is
very reminiscent of the significance attributed to the coexistence of continuity and
change (Pettigrew and Whipp 1991, p.283). Again, a political angle is maintained as it
is suggested that each one of the above factors is built upon a combination of primary
conditioning elements — that relate to the broad concept of creating a climate for
change — and secondary mechanisms — that relate to the concept of taking action to
implement the change. Therefore, as a conclusion it is suggested that the management
of change calls for a constant focus — on the part of managers — on its analytical,

educational and political aspects.

Additionally, a contextual analysis with a focus on the sector and the national
structures has been employed by Clark in his work on innovation-design (Clark and
Starkey 1988) and on his more recent study of competition between national contexts
(Clark 2000). Both works are also characterised by the incorporation of the dialectic
between structure and process and by a reference to the zones of manoeuvre (Clark
2000) as influenced by the organisation’s pre-history. Also the understanding of the
external context and environment as discontinuous and turbulent is another shared
feature with the aforementioned studies on strategic change. However, what probably
distinguishes Clark and Starkey’s work (1988) is the focus on the “strategic loci for
shifting an enterprise onto a new trajectory” (Clark and Starkey 1988, p.193).
According to the authors, two loci are identified as able to move an organisation into a
new direction, the first being change of the corporate portfolio of productive units
(through a number of ways including mergers or acquisitions, exchanges and sales of
certain units with other firms), and the second being the innovation design capability
that provides the chance to introduce changes in the repertoire of action of an

enterprise.

Finally, it is important to stress that although the above mentioned works concern
theoretical developments in the UK, similar steps towards a processual analysis of
change have also been taken in the US, with a characteristic example being the work

of Greenwood and Hinings (1993; 1996). Examining institutional change in
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particular, Greenwood and Hinings (1993) employ the notion of archetypes. An
archetype is defined as “a set of structures and systems consistently reflexive of a
single, underpinning interpretive scheme” (Greenwood and Hinings 1993, p.1057).
However, a certain distinction is drawn between on the one hand the existence of an
interpretive scheme, i.e. the values and beliefs that archetypes embody, and on the
other hand the extent to which organisational actors are committed to those values and
beliefs, stressing that “the pattern of commitment to one or more interpretive schemes

is a potential dynamic of change” (Greenwood and Hinings 1993, p.1057).

Therefore, having established the idea of archetypes as a reference point to classify
the degree of change and also commitment to interpretive schemes as a factor that can
account for both change and inertia, Greenwood and Hinings (1993) stress the
importance of taking into serious consideration firstly the institutional context and the
way it influences organisations in the adoption of specific strategic recipes, and
secondly the temporal context. This point is linked not only to the methodological
issue of undertaking research of a longitudinal nature but also to the significance of
paying attention to the current trends within the institutional environment that might
favour the commitment to a specific institutional archetype or the adoption of an
alternative one. Additionally, attention to the temporal context is to be coupled with a
parallel focus on organisational history, if the degree of change and the extent to
which it signifies a radical departure from interpretive schemes is to be fully

understood.

Those ideas are further developed as the authors suggest that a clear understanding of
the dynamics of strategic change requires analysis sensitive to the interplay between
institutional context and intra-organisational dynamics (Greenwood and Hinings
1996). An attention to the former can reveal the contextual pressures that precipitate
the need for organisational adaptation, but a parallel focus on the internal
organisational dynamics will clarify “why some organisations adopt radical change
whereas others do not, despite experiencing the same institutional pressures”

(Greenwood and Hinings 1993, p.1023).

From the above it becomes obvious that Greenwood and Hinings follow an analytical

path that bears many similarities to the work of the aforementioned scholars on
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strategic change. In addition, from a methodological point of view, it is important to
mention that although Greenwood and Hinings have used a combination of
quantitative and qualitative methods in past research — mainly in order to identify the
existence of archetypes in an institutional sector — they explicitly recognise the
necessity of conducting qualitative longitudinal case studies if one wishes to provide
explanations related to the dynamics of change as a process. This is something that
cannot be achieved by large scale surveys that can only pinpoint to the changes that
have taken place without explaining further the processes through which certain

results have occurred (Greenwood and Hinings 1993, p.1047).

Although at the time the theoretical underpinnings of the process approach on strategy
and change were outlined, there were not many empirical studies of that nature, over
the years processual research has become influential in analysing change. However,
one must also recognise the parallel emergence — at least since the mid nineties — of
an approach that comes to complement process research and which focuses rather on
the micro-level activities that constitute strategy, i.e. it views strategy as practice
(Whittington 1996). This relatively newly emergent approach constitutes the focus of
the next part of this chapter.

2.4: The Activity-Based View of Strategy

As mentioned above, the stream of the literature that focuses on the micro-activities
that reside within the broad concept of strategy, draws from the processual approach
and in a sense builds on it. Actually, some of the scholars that have recently argued
for the need for research on the micro-level of strategy, have previously been active in
process research, e.g. Johnson, as seen above. However, while process research
focuses on the processes through which an organisation realises the need for strategic
change and the processes through which such a goal is finally achieved — with the
attention given to the fate of the organisation as a whole — the “strategy as practice”
approach focuses on the work of “strategising”, i.e. “how managers do strategy” and
consequently attention is given to the performance of strategists (Whittington 1996,
pp.732, 734). There are a number of reasons for the need to explore these micro level

activities linked to strategy, as demonstrated below.
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It has been recognised that processual research and analysis have helped us develop
an understanding of strategy as a process linked to the organisational dynamics,
mainly the factor of politics, and not as a distant macro-phenomenon. In that sense,
according to Johnson et al. (2003, p.10), process research “has irrevocably opened up
the black box of the organisation”. An additional benefit derived from process
research is the contribution to a social theory of action with regard to strategy,
something that is accomplished by the focus on the dialectic between
structure/context and agency providing us with a dynamic view of both action and
structure unlike the static depiction of both in surveys which try to find relationships
between certain agential or structural characteristics and performance. This last point
is also linked to the fact that yet another contribution of process research, as also
shown above, is the legitimisation of longitudinal qualitative case studies as an
appropriate design to research processes of strategy and change, and as a necessary
condition so that the above mentioned dialectic between structure and agency through
time can be examined effectively. With regard to this, it can also be said that the
intensive use of in-depth case studies from process researchers, paves the way

methodologically for the study of strategy at a micro-level.

However, despite the significant contributions of processual research, there is still
some way to go inside “the black box of the organisation” as far as the activity-based
view researchers are concerned. Therefore, although processual research has set an
objective to link events and processes of different levels — and from the angle of the
interplay between process and context it has succeeded in doing that — the impression
is that the main focus on decision making and change regards those two elements as a
whole, without going further to examine specifically through what activities and tools
they are accomplished (Johnson et al. 2003). Additionally, although knowledge of the
political aspects of the processes of decision making and strategic change is useful to
practitioners of strategy, process research does not provide them with detailed
knowledge on how to run specific strategic activities that constitute their everyday
work more effectively. Finally, in certain processual studies there seems to be a divide
between process and content, in the sense that content is only generally defined and
considered to be an “inherent and indissoluble part of ongoing processes” (Johnson et

al. 2003, p.12).
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Responding to those challenges, the activity-based view of strategy sets as an
objective the focus on “the detailed processes and practices which constitute the day
to day activities of organisation life and which relate to strategic outcomes” (Johnson
et al. 2003, p.14). Therefore, drawing from practice theory the activity-based view on
strategy points to the need to take into account not only the large and extraordinary
but also the more “mundane” aspects of everyday organisational life (Molloy and
Whittington 2003). Also, considering the process of strategising as a socially
developed field of practice (with its own concepts, tools and generated understandings
on which practitioners draw to accomplish their work), the activity-based view looks
exactly into those micro and sometimes routine activities in order to obtain a better
view of how strategists strategise. Within this context, and again borrowing from
practice theory, equal attention is given to the individual and often tacit skills that the
practitioners of strategy acquire through time and that allow them to improvise when
dealing with the tools and micro activities, therefore being more effective in the work
of strategy (Molloy and Whittington 2003; Whittington 1996). Moreover, it is stressed
that the various practitioners of strategy, i.e. consultants, planners and top managers,
do not hold the same skills — something that makes far more important the need to

examine how they acquire and use those different sets of skills (Whittington 1996).

The research agenda, in which the above framework could be utilised empirically, is
broad enough to include many different topics in the strategy literature, e.g. issues of
product development, acquisition integration or the management of multinational
corporations, while also covering aspects of institutional theory and the resource-
based view of the firm (Johnson et al. 2003). Therefore, micro explanations would
account for macro phenomena, placing an emphasis mainly on the effectiveness of the
micro activities, practices and tools — used by strategists and also by those on the
periphery of organisational management — rather than macro organisational
performance per se (Whittington 1996). However, in spite of the focus on the micro
level an emphasis on the wider social context is maintained with a further objective
being that micro level studies should in some ways be linked to more general

outcomes (Johnson et al. 2003).

Examples of work based on the principles of the activity-based view include those by

Johnson et al. (2000), Molloy and Whittington (2003) and Salvato (2003). With
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regard to the former, some of the basic concepts of the above presented framework
were combined with concepts from institutional theory — mainly the concept of scripts
(Barley and Tolbert 1997) — to further our understanding of institutional change under
privatisation. However, although Johnson et al. develop useful theoretical
suggestions, their implications are not explored empirically. The starting point for
Johnson et al. (2000) is that within institutional theory there has been much effort
invested into research to account for the influence of institutional norms and rules on
individuals, i.e. how individuals are captured within certain institutional templates,
and consequently far less focus has been put on the way in which individuals

influence those very same templates, regarding their creation, reproduction or change.

Therefore, Johnson et al. (2000, p.572) set as an objective to stress the micro
processes involved on the macro level institutional change, “exploring the interactive
effects of actors’ behavioural scripts and institutional templates”. The concept of
scripts as it is defined by Barley and Tolbert (1997, p.98) refers to “observable,
recurrent activities and patterns of interaction characteristic of a particular setting”.
Barley and Tolbert (1997) use this particular concept in order to account for the
interplay between action and institution, as they suggest that specific norms and rules
are encoded in behavioural scripts, which are enacted in certain situations. Through
time, scripts are revised and replicated in the actions of the individuals, while later
they become objectified and externalised and constitute new institutional norms

giving rise to yet another cycle of enactment.

Johnson et al. (2000) aim to develop further the implications of Barley and Tolbert’s
model by specifying the conditions and the processes which account for the interplay
among scripts, behaviour and institutional templates within the context of
privatisation. Therefore, taking into account the role of public managers in the process
of privatisation, it is suggested that they have to deal with the deinstitutionalisation of
public sector templates and with the institutionalisation of private sector ones.
Defining experimentation as a process of conscious script processing which can
possibly lead to the endorsement of new scripts, Johnson et al. (2000) suggest that this
process will depend on contingencies as the privatisation’s context in terms of
resources, power and influence, on the extent to which the actors are involved in the

privatisation process, and on the nature of reciprocal behaviour and symbolic
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reinforcement. Finally, it is suggested that the process of deinstitutionalisation of
public sector templates and institutionalisation of private sector templates will consist
of five stages, and that there will be a variation in the pace of adoption of rules and

norms of the private sector template.

Molloy and Whittington (2003) draw upon the previously mentioned points from
practice theory — namely a focus on the minute and the routine of organisational life,
on activity as a field of practice, and on the improvisational skills of actors — in order
to examine empirically what resides within the process of organising. The two
scholars develop further those initial three points, as they draw a distinction between
practices, i.e. “the social traditions, rules norms that guide and inform activity”, and
praxis, i.e. “the actual events that make up practical activity” (Molloy and

Whittington 2003, p.4).

Therefore, in this case praxis constitutes the work of organising (various activities as
meeting, talking, researching) while practices are the conceptual, analytical or
rhetorical tools that the practitioners of organising — senior, middle managers, internal
and external consultants — use in order to accomplish their work. According to Molloy
and Whittington (2003), praxis resides inside the process of organising as it concerns
the detailed work the practitioners do in order to make things happen, while practices
reside outside the process, as they constitute routines, concepts and tools available
within the socially developed field of organising, and for this they are common across

organisations, as was previously noted.

The key notion here is that practices do not determine praxis, but it is the skilful work
and improvisation of the practitioners — applying those practices in unique contexts —
that provides the link between what is inside and outside the process of organising.
Finally, the two authors, using several case studies concerned with specific
reorganisation projects and initiatives, show empirically how the various practitioners
improvise using certain ideas, tools, techniques and technologies, which reside
outside the immediate process of organising, often outside the organisation itself —
technologies such as Powerpoint, models such as Peter Senge’s or McKinsey’s 7S —
within the unique context that the process of reorganising creates. Consequently, the

conclusion which derives from their research is that “praxis, then, is typically reliant
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upon practices that are standardised in their origins but which, for effectiveness in the
instant, must be deployed selectively and adaptively” (Molloy and Whittington 2003,
p-23).

A similar theme, i.e. the adaptation and recombination of key resources with new ones
aiming at the strategic evolution of the firm, is shared by Salvato (2003). Defining a
core micro-strategy as an “established system of interconnected routines, micro
activities and resources that can be traced through most of a company’s strategic
initiatives” (p.83) the author argues that a company’s micro strategy is fundamental to
its strategic evolution. His research based on two case studies of Italian companies
successfully adapting to the times, stresses the direct role that managerial leadership
plays in purposefully guiding evolutionary processes and it concludes that innovation
and strategic adaptation are rooted to a greater extent in core micro-strategies — which
are reconfigured and recombined with new elements (external or internal) — rather

than in radical variation.

Once the basic aspects of the activity based view on strategy have been presented,
together’with examples of the theoretical as well as the empirical contribution of that
literature, it is important to mention that the present piece of research shares many of
the elements that formulate the above framework. Therefore, the research attempts to
focus on micro-level activities that can be crucial for the macro-performance of an
organisation, stressing at the same time the role that the improvisational skills of
actors can play in their deployment of concepts and ideas that constitute the basic
repertoire in the actor’s specific field of practice. Indeed, if one was to draw criticism
on the above framework that would be that focusing solely on the micro-activities and
practices of managers and strategists, it is not enough to tell us everything we need to
know about the outcomes of organisational change. Therefore the next section briefly
discusses a similar perspective which is based on a processual ontology on change. As
we will see, its main contribution is that focuses explicitly on human agency as it is
played out through the practices and improvisational skills of all practitioners in
general (and not only those in managerial positions) it advocates that micro-level
change is what is happening in organisations on a continuous basis and therefore

ontological priority has to be given to the former rather than the latter.
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2.5: Change as a Continuous Process
The previous section dealt with the recently emerged activity-based view on strategy

and change which has set out to develop a closer understanding of micro-level
activities of organising and strategising that might account for macro-organisational
outcomes. However, as noted before, it is important to underline the parallel
emergence of an approach that seeks to uncover the micro-processes of change, by

adopting an ontologically processual perspective.

An example of this approach is provided by the work of Tsoukas and Chia (2002).
The starting point for the two authors (in a fashion similar to the micro-strategy
writers) is that synoptic accounts of change with their utilisation of stage models (an
example would be the already described model by Lewin) do not say much about “the
open-ended micro-processes that underlay the trajectories described” (p.570). That,
according to the authors, can be achieved if one adopts a performative or “process-
oriented” view of change. Thus, much like organisational routines are “performed” by
agents (something that leads to them being changed over a period of time) (Feldman
2000), so do change programmes as they require constant adaptation within open
ended contexts of situated activity. To account more effectively for the dynamic
nature of change, it is necessary to adopt an ontology that places priority on change
itself rather than on the organisation. Therefore to the extent that change is ongoing
and is accomplished through human action, organisation is an emergent property of
change and not vice versa. Drawing on process philosophers (Bergson 1946) and
ethnomethodologists (Boden 1994), Tsoukas and Chia (2002) conclude that
organisation ought to be seen as a socially defined set of rules providing a relative
degree of stability and also as an outcome of the reflective application of those very
same rules in local contexts over time. They also provide a number of examples to
show that indeed adaptation and improvisation in the use of rules and routines is
endemic in organisational life as practitioners are engaging in a broad range of

activities where results cannot be anticipated.

However, despite the importance of paying attention to the evolving character of
human action and its role in organisational change, there is still a problem with the
conception of organisation as an “interactionally achieved context of decision-

making” (Boden 1994, p.1): the fact that social structure is not given any analytical
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importance in understanding change. The potential influence of structure becomes
more obvious when Tsoukas and Chia (2002) stress that in spite of the ongoing
change in organisations (as a result of continuous improvisation on the part of agents),
in several cases adaptation of rules and local initiatives may go unnoticed and not
become institutionalised. The answer of why this might be the case, could be given by
conceptualising structure in a way that gives it analytical substance. As Fairclough
(2005, p. 929) notes commenting on Tsoukas and Chia “it is not just a matter of
organisations sometimes failing to change when there are good reasons for arguing
that they need to. One can argue that it is a property of organisational structures — and
not merely a fault — that they can remain relatively stable despite the change and
variation which organisational processes produce”. This might be the case, especially
if structures are understood as reproducing power relations between different groups

of agents (Fairclough, 2005).

Thus, despite the fact that a process-oriented ontology (heavily influenced by
ethnomethodology) as outlined by Tsoukas and Chia (2002) can reveal in detail the
“micro-processes of change at work” (p. 568), the view taken in this study is that a
more complete understanding can be achieved when structure/context and
agency/process are kept analytically separated so that their interaction can be studied
more effectively. This is a key characteristic of a critical realist ontology which

informs this research and it will be discussed in further detail in Chapter Four.

Such an approach has been implicitly adopted by Pettigrew in his previously
described work (i.e. Pettigrew 1985, Pettigrew and Whipp 1991) and it is also evident
in the research agenda on change outlined by Pettigrew et al. in 2001. In those
examples, agency maintains its dynamic character but this is accompanied by a more
grounded conception of context. Thus, Pettigrew et al. not only pay attention to
multiple levels of context (organisational, sectoral, national) but they implicitly
understand that although structure/context is socially created, it also has an
independence to the extent that it can pose certain limitation to agency. Therefore the
concept that structure can shape the process and in turn is shaped by it, becomes more
meaningful in comparison to approaches in which context/structure only has an

influence when it is instantiated in the form of rules by agents.
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In summary, this research takes into consideration the micro-processes of knowledge
sharing among people at the lower level of hierarchy, apart from the practices of those
in managerial positions, to understand how change objectives are achieved at the
operational level. Thus, in that respect it shares partially Tsoukas and Chia’s (2002)
focus. However, a significant difference is that it does so, by adopting a critical realist

ontology which clearly focuses on the context within which those processes occur.

Before closing this chapter, it could be useful to consider briefly the literatures on
resistance to change and on mergers and acquisitions. From the discussion so far it is
evident that a lot of the literature on organisational change, regardless the perspective
adopted, is focusing on the activities of managers. A look at the issue of resistance
can help us see the extent to which the relevant literature addresses issues of
conflicting interests and politics when discussing the ways in which employees
experience change processes. Also, in the introduction of this thesis, it was argued
that studying the emergence of communities of practice in a grounded context has
been facilitated through situating this process in the context of change, in this case a
merger. Although this research’s focus is not on mergers and acquisitions per se, it is
thought that before closing this chapter, there could be a brief mention of relevant

literature in relation to knowledge sharing processes.

2.6: Resistance to Change

A lot of writing on organisational change has been concentrating on the challenges
this process presents for managers. As discussed earlier, there have been different
approaches for understanding change and its management, some more sophisticated
than others. For example, we previously mentioned the fact that the
processual/contextual school of thought (as outlined in section 2.3) has incorporated
an explicit focus on the relations between structure and agency and on the influence of
organisational politics on the way the process unfolds. However, even those writers
tended to focus almost exclusively on political conflicts at the apex of organisational
pyramids, i.e. among senior managerial groups. Given the interest of this study on
micro-politics at the lower levels of hierarchy, it is perhaps useful to briefly consider
how literature that focuses on the issue of resistance to change could help us

understand better those processes.
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A first observation that has to be made is that to a great extent discussions revolved
around issues of resistance tend to maintain a view that is “management centric”. This
is not surprising given the fact that a significant amount on resistance has been written
from a perspective of planned organisational change (outlined in section 2.2). Thus,
from the early stages of this approach (Lewin 1951) usually the focus has been on
identifying sources of resistance either of individual (Eccles 1994, Dirks et al. 1996,
Eilam and Shamir 2005) or organisational origin (for example Cameron and Quinn
1999) and on outlining specific courses of action to deal with those pressures against
change (Kotter and Schlesinger 1979, Dunphy and Stace 1988, Geller 2002). In
summary, the picture obtained by this kind of literature is of resistance as a natural
reaction to attempts to bring specific changes but that it can usually be overcome

given that the right “strategies” or “management styles” are followed.

A similar view of resistance is also implicit in Carnall’s (1990) famous model on how
individuals cope with change. In particular Carnall suggests that people usually go
through a five stages cycle when coping with change (denial, defence, discarding,
adaptation, internalisation) and therefore resistance (here in the form of defence) is
considered to be a behaviour that individuals unavoidably adopt to protect themselves
from the threatening nature of change but which gradually (as time passes by and with
the management support) gives place to the acceptance of the new situation. The idea
that resistance to change should be expected to decrease with time and as a result of
management initiatives such as change communication is also evident in recent
research, for example the study by Stanley et al. (2005) focusing on resistance to

change as resulting from employee cynicism.

In contrast to those largely functionalist approaches, critical management writers such
as Collinson (2000) and Knights and McCabe (2000) have approached the issue of
resistance from a different angle. For those writers resistance is regarded as a response
to managerial control and therefore it is endemic in organisational life. As Collinson
(2000, p.180) puts it “employees resist despite their subordinate and insecure
organisational condition and despite their never having full information or knowledge
of future consequences”. This is the case because managerial control is not as all
pervasive and rational as appears to be (and as it is implicitly assumed by writers on

planned organisational change). No matter how effective means of control are, they
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are not exhaustive of employee subjectivity which can be defined as “the way in
which individuals interpret and understand their circumstances and is bound up with

the sense they have of themselves (identity)” (Knights and McCabe 2000, pp. 421,
423).

This focus on the notion of subjectivity means that management is not able to predict
or anticipate specific forms of resistance on the part of the employees so that they
could address those in a strategic way. According to Collinson (2000), employee
resistance relied to a great extent to the utilisation of specific knowledge (of various
forms, technical, social, economic and others) that can be used as a weapon in the
relation to management. However, the way in which those types of knowledge might
be used is dependent on the subjective orientations of employees and their
understanding of specific power relations (Collinson 2000, p.181). Consequently,
their will be a diversity in the workforce’s response to managerial control across

contexts, something that reinforces the indeterminate nature of employee resistance.

However, another key element of those discussions is that since employee
subjectivities are not fixed but shifting and inconsistent, in many cases resistance
should not be viewed as an always conscious effort of employees to respond to the
inequalities of the employment relationship. This is why Collinson (2000) as well as
Knights and McCabe (2000) underlines the fact that resistance and consent are

mutually constituting and in many cases co-exist.

With regard to this study, although the data (as it will be seen particularly in Chapter
Six) do not make a case for focusing explicitly on the issue of resistance, the author is
of the opinion that the notion of subjectivity and in particular the idea that employees
are able to retain a degree of “discretionary autonomy” (Knights and McCabe 2000,
p.422) is useful in understanding how micro-politics might influence the way
knowledge sharing has unfolded in the context of the merger. More specifically, given
the use of the community of practice concept, it will be shown how specific
understandings of practice might be favoured by employees as a means of
maintaining a sense of control over their jobs in times of change and how a diversity
in the meaning of practice could impact on the extent knowledge is shared at the

micro-level. However, efforts to achieve a sense of control should not be understood
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attempts to undertake that task hoping that will facilitate a more critical approach on

the development of informal knowledge sharing at the intra-organisational level.

2.8: Concluding Remarks

This chapter has overviewed different approaches of understanding strategic change.
In doing so, the main objective was to provide a general outline of the development of
the literature and to distil out key features of relevance to this study. Thus, the chapter
began with a discussion on approaches that have viewed change as the result of either
individual agency or structural influences. Following the contrast between the
individualist and the structuralist approaches, the chapter focused on a processual
perspective which has paid attention to the interplay between structure and agency
while also taking into consideration the contexts (organisational, sectoral, national)
within which the change process unfolds. The recently emerged approach of the
activity-based view of strategy — which has adopted a focus on the micro-activities
that constitute the process of organising — was also examined. Approaches that
ontologically place priority on change rather than organisation were discussed as well
in terms of their strengths and limitations. Finally, the chapter briefly discussed the

literatures on resistance to change and mergers and acquisitions.

The conclusion to be drawn from those discussions is that a more complete
understanding of change processes can be reached if proper consideration is given to
both the role of individual action and structure. Accordingly, a focus on the
constraining as well as the enabling aspects of the context, in combination with an
appreciation of the role of politics, can provide us with a more detailed picture of the
way the change process is played out and in particular how agents might try to
mobilise specific contextual elements to secure outcomes in line with their interests.
Also, a view of strategy as practice and an emphasis on how managers strategise can
contribute to deeper explorations of how certain outcomes emerge from change

processes.
All the aforementioned features, deriving from the reviewed literatures, have

informed this study which mainly focuses on the implementation of the integration

project following the acquisition of “O’Hagan” by “Brewers Limited”. Thus, in this
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case an emphasis on the context within which changes deriving from the project are
implemented is necessary, and from this point of view it is also important to think of
the relation between structure and agency. Also, since the case concerns two different
organisations coming together, it is important to pay attention to the existence of
conflicting interests to gain a better understanding of the dynamics of the

implementation process.

Nevertheless, the author is of the opinion that a focus solely on the micro-level
activities of managers can only provide a partial picture of outcomes of the integration
project (in terms of how certain objectives might be achieved). A clearer picture of
those issues can be obtained when taking into account the practices of employees and
their informal interactions aimed at knowledge sharing. However, the task of focusing
on informal learning and on the improvisational ability of non-managerial
practitioners is informed by a critical realist ontology that seeks to understand how
those micro-level processes might be informed by specific elements of macro socio-
economic contexts. This is a central difference in comparison to approaches such as
the work by Tsoukas and Chia (2002) that are informed by ethnomethodology, thus
discounting the role of structure/context when discussing the role of agency in micro-
processual change. Having stressed the importance of paying attention to processes of
knowing as occurring in the lower levels of organisational hierarchy, the focus of the
next chapter is on the literatures on knowledge management and communities of

practice.
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CHAPTER 3: KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT AND
COMMUNITIES OF PRACTICE

3.1: Introduction
The previous chapter examined the trajectory of development of literature on

organisational change, which was dominated early on by relatively normative
approaches underlining only the role of the individual or the role of structures, while
gradually a new, processual, approach was coming into prominence, considering the
interplay between structure and agency. Specific reference was made in relation to the
recent approaches focusing on micro level practices that inform the process of
strategy and change and take into account not only senior level actors but those

located at the periphery of organisational life.

This last point takes us to the current chapter which examines in a similar way
relevant literatures on knowledge management and organisational learning, starting
from approaches underlined by an epistemology of possession (Cook and Brown
1999), stressing the need for knowledge codification and gradually examining more
dynamic approaches that set as an objective to examine issues related to the process of
learning and knowledge creation. This discussion will in turn provide a link to further
advances characterised by an epistemology of action, stressing the relation between
knowledge and knowing. This last approach is empirically employed in the idea of
learning in communities of practice, and therefore the current chapter will close with a
look at the key contributions of that literature, taking into consideration recent

changes and critiques and suggesting possible advancements.

3.2: Normative Approaches to Knowledge and Learning
Although the main focus of this chapter is on the various literatures on knowledge

management and the communities of practice, it is appropriate to stress at this point
that these literatures share common elements with research whose focus is the notion

of organisational learning (Easterby-Smith et al. 2000).

However, in spite of the similarities, it is true that organisational learning has been on

the research agenda of various disciplines from psychology to production and
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strategic management, since the 1960s, while knowledge management has been
particularly popular only from the mid 1990s and onwards (Easterby-Smith et al.
2000; Swan and Scarbrough 2001). Additionally, as Easterby-Smith et al. (2000,
p.790) remark, research in organisational learning is usually undertaken by scholars
with a human resources orientation and with the focus being on the social elements
that can facilitate or impede learning and change in organisations, while on the other
hand research in knowledge management “is still led by technologists and employs
the language of economics™. This is a fair point, especially if one takes into account
that the rise of knowledge management into prominence “has been based on the view
of knowledge as an economic resource...an objective, portable and manageable

commodity” (Swan and Scarbrough 2001, pp.914-915).

Consequently, within the context of what has been characterised as the “cognitive
model” of knowledge management (Kakabadse et al. 2003), the concept of knowledge
as objective truth dominates, and therefore the main focus of this approach is placed
on explicit knowledge, i.e. knowledge that is capable of being clearly stated (Polanyi
1958) and therefore easily captured, codified and retrieved (Kakabadse et al. 2003;
Swan and Scarbrough 2001). All the above characteristics are perfectly illustrated in
the definition that O’Dell and Jackson (1998, p.4, cited in Kakabadse et al. 2003,
p.79) give of knowledge management as “a conscious strategy of getting the right
knowledge to the right people at the right time, and helping people share and put
information into action in ways that strive to improve organisational performance”.
Therefore, it is not surprising that research from the perspective of the “cognitive
model” stresses the central role that IT — in the form of databases, group-ware and
Web based systems — plays in the utilisation of what is considered to be relevant
knowledge for problem solving and securing a competitive advantage (Kakabadse

(Kakabadse et al. 2003; Newell et al. 2002).

However, in spite of the observation that the popularity of knowledge management as
a term and a field of research is linked with the notion of knowledge as an asset that
needs to be managed, it is important to mention that a similar focus on knowledge
accumulation and standardisation has been shared by scholars active in the area of
organisational learning, their writings preceeding the functionalistic views of the

knowledge management researchers and gurus. According to Dodgson (1993, p.382),
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“there are a number of approaches within the management/innovation/economics
literatures, which refer to the centrality of identifiable and cohesive bodies of, often
technologically related, knowledge and behaviour”. The approaches to which
Dodgson (1993) is referring pay particular attention to collective learning and as a
consequence of this agenda, certain concepts have emerged — describing the activities
through which organisations can learn in toto — with some of the more influential ones
being “knowledge base” (Metcalfe and Gibbons 1989), “firm specific competencies”
(Pavitt 1991), and “routines” (Nelson and Winter 1982).

What links these three concepts is the notion that knowledge accumulation
(knowledge base) and standardisation (in the form of routines) are the elements that
define the uniqueness of an organisation allowing it to build on its core competencies
to be able to compete successfully. It is the insistence of those works in the utilisation
of knowledge that made Dodgson (1993) remark that research on learning conducted
within the context of the above mentioned disciplines focuses to a great extent on the
goals and outcomes of learning, without exploring the processes through which

learning occurs and their subsequent problems.

One of the first scholars to deal to some extent with the process of learning was Chris
Argyris, who undertook research mainly from the perspective of organisational
development. Argyris’ work was influential as he developed the idea that different
degrees of learning exist, and he was also one of the first to explore factors that inhibit
or facilitate learning. Therefore, undertaking research related to the decision making
process in organisations, Argyris (1976) observed that two kinds of learning exist, i.e.
single loop learning and double loop learning, with the former requiring
organisational members to fix and solve problems within the existing organisational
context, and the latter requiring a more critical stance towards the ‘“dominant
paradigm” within the organisation. As Argyris, (1976, p.367) put it “One might say
that participants in organisations are encouraged to learn to perform as long as the
learning does not question the fundamental design, goals and activities of their
organisations. This learning may be called single loop learning. In double loop
learning, a participant would be able to ask questions about changing fundamental

aspects of the organisation”.
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