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Resumé 

Denne ph.d. afhandling undersøger udfordringer for videnkommunikation i spredte 

eller delvist spredte organsisationssammenhænge. Dette arbejdsmiljø lader til at 

udfordre vedligeholdelsen af en ensartet identitet på tværs af flere lokationer og 

projekter (Espinosa, Cummings, Wilson, & Pearce, 2003), samt opbygning af 

professionelle relationer baseret på gensidig tillid mellem teamets medlemmer 

(Nandhakumar & Baskerville, 2006). Både identitet og stærke relationer kan opfattes 

som forudsætninger for effektivt team-samarbejde i geografisk spredte teams 

(Martins, Gilson, & Maynard, 2004). Afhandlingen adresserer dette problem ved at 

skifte fokus fra teamet som analyseenhed, som O'leary, Mortensen, and Woolley 

(2011) påpeger som problematisk, og i stedet undersøge hvordan medarbejdere 

skaber mening på tværs af teams og projekter i et geografisk spredt arbejdsmiljø. 

Hvert af de tre forskningsspørgsmål fokuserer på et af tre gensidigt 

afhængige videnkommunikationsprocesser, som fremstod klart tidligt i 

analyseprocessen: opfattelse af viden, professionel identitet og 

videnkommunikationsrelationer. De beskrives som ’processer’, fordi de ikke bør ses 

som statiske, men som skabt i vedvarende interaktion med forskellige 

arbejdskontekster og de sociale aktører i disse kontekster. Hvert 

forskningsspørgsmål efterfølges af et underspørgsmål, som undersøger hvordan 

resultaterne påvirker videnkommunikation i casevirksomheden, HR Consult. 

HR Consult er et globalt konsulentbureau, som leverer træning indenfor 

personlig, team, salgs- og lederudvikling. Enogtyve interviews blev foretaget med 

medarbejdere fra HR Consults kontorer i Danmark, Benelux og Storbritannien. Idet 

fokus lægges på hvordan medarbejdere opfatter deres delvist geografisk spredte 

arbejdsmiljø og deres videnkommunikationspraksis, anlægges der et ’sensemaking’ 

perspektiv, som bygger på Weick (1995, 2001). 

Med hensyn til metode anvender projektet en kombination af kodning og en 

mere tekstnær analyse ved hjælp af et begrænset sæt diskursanalyse værktøjer. 

Analyserne indikerer, hvordan deltagerne diskursivt skaber mening i 

videnkommunkationspraksisser gennem de tre tæt forbundne videnkommunikations 

processer: opfattelse af viden, professional identity og relationer. Kodningen af det 

samlede datasæt bygger på en ’kodningsskabelon’ (’coding template’, King, 2012), 

som kombinerer koder baseret på det multidisciplinære teorivalg med koder, som 
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opstod ud fra datasættet (’emergent codes’). På basis af denne kodning blev tre 

interviews udvalgt pga. deres status som prototypiske eksempler på  de tre større 

identitetskonfigurationer hos HR Consult. Disse tre interviews blev underlagt en 

grundigere diskursanalyse med fokus på deltagernes ’diskursive meningsskabelse’ 

(’discursive sensemaking’). Denne analyse af ’diskursiv meningsskabelse’ (som i 

afhandlingen betegnes ’discursive sensemaking analysis’) begynder på et højere 

meningsskabende (’sensemaking’) niveau, som analyseres gennem en kombination af 

Gee’s (2011, 2014) ’building tasks’ samt det multidisciplinære teoretiske 

begrebsapparat opbygget i afhandlingens litteraturgennemgang. Disse analyser 

understøttes af en sproglig analyse på mikro-niveau, der undersøger de sproglige 

virkemidler, som benyttes til at realisere den diskursive meningsskabelse gennem 

semantiske, syntaktiske og prosodiske virkemidler. Analysen af prosodi fokuserer på 

de pragmatiske konsekvenser af udtalens toneleje, lydstyrke, hastighed og intonation. 

Resultaterne indikerer grupperinger af tre forskellige identitets-

konfigurationer i case-virksomheden. Disse identiter varierer i deres opfattelse de tre 

videnskommunikationsprocesser: opfattelse af viden, de professionelle identiteter de 

knytter til denne vidensopfattelse, samt hvordan de bruger relationer til at 

understøtte deres professionelle identitet. Baseret på de tre identitets-

konfigurationer, blev tre interviews udvalgt som prototypiske eksempler på hver af 

disse identitetskonfigurationer: For det første knowledge transfer prototypen, som 

karakteriseres ved et fokus på overførsel af eksisterende viden til 

kundeorganisationen. For det andet community supported knowledge creator 

prototypen, som karakteriseres ved sin passion for omskabelse af organisationens 

videnprodukt mhp. at skræddersy den til kundens kontekst. Derudover kendetegnes 

de ved at bruge det globalt spredte netværk af konsulenter i og udenfor 

virksomheden, for at finde kolleger, som deler samme passion for at skabe og 

omskabe viden. For det tredje, knowledge team prototypen, som karakteriseres ved 

sin evne til at bruge det globalt spredte netværk af konsulenter i og udenfor 

virksomheden i forsøget på at finde kolleger, som er villige til at deltage i knowledge 

teams. Knowledge teams defineres i projektet som teams, der skaber innovative 

løsninger ved at bygge på de forskellige ekspertiser i og udenfor teamet, for 

derigennem at transformere organisationens viden. Disse resultater peger også på 

udfordringen i at lede især de to sidstnævnte prototyper, idet de handler sædeles 

autonomt og har tendens til at sætte spørgsmålstegn ved organisationens strategier 

og praksisser. 
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Selvom resultaterne er begrænsede af at være skabt i en enkelt virksomhed 

og med et begrænset antal interview, har analysen af specielt de sidste to prototyper 

en række implikationer for virksomheder og projektledere. Dels peger de på hvordan 

forskellige opfattelser af organisationens viden lader til at resultere i forskellige 

videnkommunikationspraksisser samt i forskellige identiteteskonfigurationer som 

potentielt kan skabe ’ingroup’ og ’outgroup’ opfattelser og adfærd, som potentielt kan 

være skadeligt for videnkommunikationen mellem medarbejdere fra forskellige 

identitetskonfigurationer. Disse identitetskonfigurationer lader til at være funderet 

på hver deres mentale model af den ideelle opfattelse af viden, professional identitet 

og brug af relationer til at understøtte praksisser. Disse mentale modeller kan ses 

som kognitive ’prototyper’, som er fælles for medlemmerne af en 

identitetskonfiguration. En større bevidsthed om de forskellige prototyper kunne 

hjælpe med at skabe mere effektive geografisk spredte teams, hvor hver prototypes 

styrke anerkendes. 
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Summary 

This PhD dissertation addresses the challenges of communicating knowledge in 

dispersed or semi-dispersed organisational settings. This work context seems to 

challenge the maintenance of a coherent identity across multiple sites and projects 

(Espinosa, et al., 2003), and the construction of professional relationships based on 

reciprocal trust among team members (Nandhakumar & Baskerville, 2006). Both 

identity and strong relationships can be seen as prerequisites for effective dispersed 

team collaboration (Martins, et al., 2004). The thesis addresses this problem by 

shifting focus from the team as unit of analysis, idenfied as problematic by O'leary, et 

al. (2011), to a focus on how employees make sense of the semi-dispersed, multi-team 

and multi-project  work context 

Each of the three research questions focus on one of the three interrelated 

knowledge communication processes found in the early stages of analysis: perception 

of knowledge, professional identity and relationships. They are described as 

‘processes’, because they should not be seen as static, but as formed in ongoing 

interaction with the organisational context and with other social actors within that 

context. Each research question is followed by a subquestion asking how the findings 

can be seen as affecting communication of knowledge at HR Consult’s case sites in 

Denmark, Benelux and the UK.  

HR Consult is a global provider of training and development consultancy 

services within personal, team, sales and leadership development. Twenty-one 

interviews were conducted with employees from offices in Denmark, Benelux and the 

UK. Because the focus is on how employees perceive their semi-dispersed work 

environment and their knowledge communication practices, a ‘sensemaking’ 

perspective is adopted building on Weick (1995, 2001).  

In terms of method, the project uses a combination of coding and deeper 

analysis using a limited set of discourse analysis tools. The analyses indicate how 

participants discursively make sense of the three interconnected knowledge 

communication processes: perception of knowledge, professional identity and 

relationships. The coding of the full dataset builds on a ‘coding template’ (King, 2012) 

combining codes based on the theory selection and emerging codes. Three interviews 

were selected for their status as prototypical examples of three larger identity 

configurations at HR Consult. These three were subjected to a closer textual analysis 
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of the participants’ ‘discursive sensemaking’ about their semi-dispersed work context 

and the interrellations between the three knowledge communication process. This 

‘discursive sensemaking analysis’ starts at a higher meaning-making, or 

‘sensemaking’, level and moves to a deeper linguistic level to analyse linguistic 

features as evidence for the participants sensemaking. This first level of analysis is 

analysed using a combination of Gee’s (2011, 2014) building tasks and the 

multidisciplinary theoretical lens built in the literature reviews in the thesis. This is 

supported by a more micro-level linguistic analysis of how the ‘discursive 

sensemaking’ is realised through semantic, syntactic and prosodic means. The 

analysis focuses on the pragmatic implications of enunciation pitch, volume, pace and 

intonation. 

The findings from the coding process indicate configurations of three distinct 

professional identity configurations at the case site. These vary in their perceptions of 

the three knowledge communication processes: perception of knowledge, the 

professional identities attached to that knowledge perception, and their use of 

relationships to support their professional identity. Based on the three identity 

configurations, three interviews were selected as prototypical examples of each of 

those identity configurations: firstly, the knowledge transfer prototype, characterised 

by a focus on transferring existing knowledge to the client organisation. Secondly, the 

community supported knowledge creator, characterised by a passion for transforming 

and recreating organisational knowledge to tailor it to the client context, and by their 

ability to use the globally dispersed network of consultants within and beyond the 

organisation to find colleagues sharing their passion for creating and transforming 

knowledge. Thirdly, the knowledge team prototype who is characterised by the ability 

to use the globally dispersed network of consultants in the organisation in the 

attempt to find colleagues willing to participate in knowledge teams. Knowledge 

teams, as conceptualised in the project, create innovative solutions by building on 

different areas of expertise within and beyond the team to transform organisational 

knowledge. These findings also point to the challenge of leading particularly the latter 

two highly autonomous prototypes who tend to question organisational strategies 

and practices. 

Despite the limited scope of the findings, which are situated within a single 

organisation and which build on a limited number of interviews, the analyses of the 

last two prototypes have a number of implications for organisations and project 
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managers in other organisations. Firstly, they indicate how different perceptions of 

organisational knowledge seem to result in both different knowledge communication 

practices, and in configurations of identities which can potentially form ingroup and 

outgroup behaviours which could be detrimental to knowledge communication 

between employees from different identity configurations. Each of these 

configurations of identities seem to rest on a different mental model of the ideal 

perception of knowledge, professional identity and use of relationships to support 

their practices. These mental models can be seen as cognitive ‘prototypes’ shared by 

each identity configuration. The awareness of different identity prototypes may help 

build more effective semi-dispersed teams where the strengths of each prototype are 

recognised. 
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145TFigure 1: Citation index for ‘Media Richness’ (Web of Science, 6 august 2015).
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Chapter 1: 

Thesis introduction 

Dispersed work environments allow employees to work out of the office to be closer to 

clients who may not be located near the head office. This entails a work environment 

where some employees are co-located and some are dispersed (which I will term semi-

dispersed work context throughout the dissertation). At the same time, employees are 

often involved in several projects and teams simultaneously using information 

technology to connect remote parties in semi-dispersed teams (Rezgui, 2007). According 

to Espinosa, et al. (2003), research on dispersed teams (aka virtual teams or distributed 

teams) seems to have overemphasised the temporal and geographical boundaries while 

neglecting identity boundaries in semi-dispersed organisations. Although 13 years have 

passed since their paper was published, this still seems to hold true. They argue that a 

lack of identification may occur when employee commitment is spread over several 

teams, and that this challenges commitment to the team and the effectiveness of the 

team. This lack of focus on identity and identification among team members may explain 

some of the challenges in building relationships and effective knowledge 

communication, which has been identified as common issues affecting the performance 

of dispersed teams (Martins, et al., 2004; Rosen, Furst, & Blackburn, 2007).  

 Furthermore, Spinuzzi (2004) argues that technology not only shapes social 

structures, but changes mental models. Yet few studies in the literature on virtual or 

dispersed teams look beyond the team to take into account the complexity of this 

distributed team work context, and how the mediation of technology shapes and 

changes the communication of organisational knowledge among employees. This study 

therefore puts focus on how employees build and sustain coherent professional 

identities in the semi-dispersed work environment of HR Consult.   

 The findings in the dissertation identify three identity configurations of 

identities at HR Consult which differed in two key areas: Their approach to 

organisational knowledge, and the level of autonomy in their approach to organisational 

strategy. To analyse these identity configurations in depth, three interview participants 

were selected as prototypical examples of these identity configurations, and those 

interviews were analysed in depth using a discourse analysis approach which I term 

Discursive Sensemaking Analysis, because it combines Weick’s (2001, 2005) theories of 
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how people retrospectively make sense of their actions with Discourse Analysis tools 

from Gee (2011, 2014)) and linguistic level analysis of prosody (Cheng & Lam, 2011; 

Drew & Heritage, 1992) , discourse markers (Schiffrin, 1988), and to a lesser extent 

syntax and semantics (Hjulmand, 2012). The findings suggest that employees with 

professional identities which may be marginalised in co-located organisational contexts 

find a social basis for their identity in online, dispersed networks of employees with 

similar professional identities and approaches to organisational knowledge.  

 From a practice perspective, awareness among employees and managers of 

different identity configurations may help design better strategies and processes for 

utilising the strengths of different professional identities when organising and managing 

both dispersed and semi-dispersed teams. A failure by both employees and management 

in recognising differences in approaches to organisational knowledge communication 

and the professional identities employees build around these approaches may also 

present a barrier to the efficiency of knowledge communication at both team and 

organisational levels. The importance of intra-organisational knowledge communication 

to ensure competitive advantage in the current economy may be the most oft cited claim 

in the proliferate knowledge management literature over the past three decades (e.g. 

Gerard, 2001; Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995; Virtanen, 2010). Therefore, organisations need 

to understand and listen to the shift in professional identity and employee sensemaking 

discourse. The shift in professional identity and discourse seems to co-occur with the 

shift towards a more dispersed organisational architecture.  

 To briefly situate the study within this organisational context, the following 

section outlines three tendencies emerging in current organisational architecture and 

then outlines the implications for professional identities and the communication of 

organisational knowledge.  This will be followed by the research aims of the study and 

the research questions designed to fulfil these research aims. I then outline the key 

characteristics of each of the idenitity prototypes which represent the three 

configurations of professional identities identified at HR Consult. 

1.1 Three tendencies in current organisational architectures: 
multiple team commitments, technology ubiquity, and 
dispersion of organisations 

The semi-dispersed work context at my case company, HR Consult, can be seen as an 

example of a tendency towards an increasingly complex work context in the 
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organisational architecture of global organisations: firstly the increased tendency for 

employees to work in multiple teams and on multiple projects simultaneously 

complicates the maintenance of strong social relations within the individual team 

(Espinosa, et al., 2003). Secondly, the current ubiquity of Information and 

Communication Technology (ICT) means that ICT is a mediator of most organisational 

communication (Al-Ani, Horspool, & Bligh, 2011; Assudani, 2011). Thirdly, there seems 

to be a tendency towards more dispersed organisations where some employees are co-

located and some are remotely located.  

The first tendency towards multi-team, multi-project commitments of 

employees is evident at the three local offices of HR Consult, and has been identified in 

other cases from the consultancy sector (Rezgui, 2007), the IT sector (Daim et al., 2011), 

and the construction sector. Mark Mortensen, Woolley, and O’Leary (2007) found that 

65% of the 401 respondents in “junior to middle-level staff members” (p.218), worked 

in more than one team at a time, and that a majority of these were cross-funtional (67%) 

and/or inter-organisational (54%), while 34% were also internationally dispersed.  

Work in multiple teams and projects simultaneously means that employees spread their 

working hours among a number of simultaneous projects, each involving a different set 

of professional relations, thereby adding to the complexity of maintaining a coherent 

identity, and building meaningful professional relationships.  

The second tendency toward technology as being ubiquitous means that all 

employees of global organisations are connected through a variety of technologies, 

including e-mails, intranet, videoconferences, and Skype in addition to more 

conventional forms such as telephones and physical interaction at international 

business meetings. This tendency can be found in all organisational sectors as evidenced 

by The Economist Intelligence Unit (2009) who found that 318 out of 407 respondents 

worked in “some form of virtual team” (p. 1). This tendency towards ICT as mediator in 

most organisational communication seems to hold true even for co-located employees. 

For example, the co-located employees at my Danish case site often use email or phone 

when communicating with employees situated on a different floor or in a neighbouring 

building. Assudani (2011) and Al-Ani, et al. (2011) found similar usage of ICT at their 

case sites. For the co-located employees at my Danish case site often use email or phone 

when communicating with employees situated on a different floor or in a neighbouring 

building.  
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The third tendency towards increased dispersion of organisations can be seen 

as a consequence of ICT ubiquity. Particularly within the software sector, outsourcing 

often implies cross-national, cross-cultural knowledge work leading to specific 

challenges of differences in understandings of shared concepts (Lehtonen & Kampf, 

2014) and power hierarchies between co-located and outsourced staff (Nayak & Taylor, 

2009). Nevertheless, the tendency towards increased dispersion can also be seen in 

other sectors where outsourcing is not involved. For example, business-to-business 

consultancy services position employees closer to current or potential clients when 

clients are geographically dispersed. This tendency can both be seen in the literature on 

dispersed teams (e.g. Breu & Hemingway, 2004), and at my case company’s offices in 

Denmark, and the UK. At the Danish office employees are spread across two physical 

locations, because the main site was too remote for clients in Copenhagen, and at HR 

Consult UK, individual members of their so-called direct channel team are spread across 

the UK to be physically closer to their clients. 

1.1.1 Implications of the three tendencies in current organisational architecture 

The combined implications of these three tendencies are an increased requirement to 

communicate professional knowledge across geographical and professional boundaries 

using technology, and an increased level of employee autonomy in deciding how this is 

done. In the following, I examine the implications of each tendency separately. 

 With regard to the first tendency, the challenge to team identity and the building 

of team relations needs to be addressed, because strong relation have been identified as 

a prerequisite for the communication of complex knowledge (Hansen, 1999). The 

communication of knowledge is a key component of team success, particularly in service 

sector organisations such as the one examined in this study. In regards to the second 

tendency, the mediation of ICT in most organisational communication means that the 

study of dispersed teams is no longer a niche in management or information systems 

studies. Spinuzzi (2004) argues that technology not only shapes social structures, but 

changes mental models. Therefore we need to understand how employees’ mental 

models, including their professional identities and construction of professional relations, 

change the way organisational knowledge is communicated in semi-dispersed work 

contexts. An implication of the third tendency seems to be a raised level of autonomy, 

because unified corporate strategies may be difficult to implement in a dispersed 

organisational architecture. 
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1.2 A note on terminology: ‘dispersed’, ‘distributed’, ‘virtual’ or 
‘hybrid’ teams  

I term this work context ‘semi-dispersed’ for two reasons. Firstly, the oft-used term 

‘virtual’ suggests that the teams, their tasks or their relations are not real. This is not the 

case: the ‘virtual’ simply refers to the fact that they mainly communicate using 

Information and Communication Technology, or ICT(Lipnack & Stamps, 2000). To avoid 

this confusion I use ‘dispersed’. Secondly, I use ‘dispersed’ because, unlike ‘virtual’, it 

highlights the key characteristics of these teams: the fact that they are not co-located, 

and that their work time is dispersed across multiple simultaneous projects and teams 

(O'leary, et al., 2011). The term‘dispersed’ also downtones the impact of technology on 

the challenges of these teams; as I will argue in section 2.1, the literature on dispersed 

teams provides examples of highly effective semi-dispersed teams (e.g. Scott, 2013); if 

the mediation of technology was simply to blame, the challenges would be universal 

across all teams, because as pointed out by Al-Ani, et al. (2011), technology also 

mediates most communication between co-located employees in current teams.  

 The term distributed teams has also been used in the literature synonymously 

with dispersed or virtual teams, in this case I simply adopted dispersed as a matter of 

convention. Finally, the term hybrid team teams has been suggested to point to the fact 

that some members of the teams are often co-located (Daim, et al., 2011; Rezgui, 2007; 

Suchan & Hayzak, 2001). Al-Ani, et al. (2011) argue that this form may even be the most 

common form of teams in the current work-environment. To reflect this tendency I 

adopt the “semi-“ prefix as a matter of convention in the thesis unless speaking about 

teams where none of the members are co-located. 

1.3 Research aims as evolving through iterations between theory 
and practice 

The research aims of the project have evolved as the project progressed. This evolution 

was sparked by the iteration between theory, empirical findings and critical reflection. 

This section briefly outlines this trajectory of the research aims, thereby providing 

justification for the formulation of research questions and the selection of theory in the 

thesis.  

 This project started with a vague notion that some of the most prevalent 

knowledge management theories building on the seminal works of Nonaka and 

Takeuchi (1995) and Wenger (1998) seemed to neglect theorising on individual 
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motivations for attempting to communicate knowledge. Within an organisational 

context the flow of knowledge between employees and the evolution of that knowledge 

into new products and services is a key economic success factor as clearly demonstrated 

by the cases presented by Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995). But intuitively I thought trust-

based relationships was more important than knowledge management theory 

suggested, because trust can function as a screen or filter which helps individuals and 

groups to decide whether to accept a knowledge source as reliable, valid and useful, and 

wether your own selfinterests might be hurt by sharing your own hard won insights 

with a specific group or person. 

 As my literature review into interpersonal trust in semi-dispersed 

organisational contexts progressed this intuition was confirmed. Several sources found 

covariance between trust and knowledge sharing, e.g. Staples and Webster (2008). 

Nandhakumar and Baskerville (2006) conclude that trust can be seen as both an 

antecedent and outcome of knowledge sharing. As antecedent, trust in another person 

can both provide motivation for sharing knowledge with that person, or accepting 

knowledge from that person out of a belief in that person’s credibility and 

trustworthiness. As an outcome, receiving useful knowledge from a person can lead to 

the belief that the person will be a trustworthy source of knowledge in the future as 

well, while sharing knowledge can lead to trust, if the sharer experiences a positive 

outcome. A positive outcome could be development of that knowledge or the receipt of 

new useful knowledge in return. So at this stage my theoretical aims of the project 

focussed on combining knowledge management theory with relationship theory from 

applied psychology.  

 Another research aim from the outset of the project was to build a research 

design which took into account the current trajectory of organisational contexts towards 

the three tendencies outlined in the previous section. The selection of HR Consult 

reflects this aim, because the company is present In 30 countries, and the local offices 

only had some co-located employees while others were dispersed across the country. At 

the same time, each employee was engaged in several teams and projects 

simultaneously, again reflecting the tendencies identified in the previous section. The 

project therefore aims to examine how this semi-dispersed, multi-team organisational 

context impacts on the knowledge communication between employees. This research 

aim reflects Spinuzzi’s (2004) argument that the mediation of technology in human 

relations changes mental models. There is nothing new in this insight; technologies have 
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always changed both mental models and social interaction regardless whether the 

technology was the change to an agrarian culture 6.000 years ago, the introduction of 

book printing 500 years ago, or the introduction of the personal computer 50 years ago. 

My research aim with regard to technology is not to examine technology explicitly, but 

to examine how, employees communicate knowledge and build the relationships needed 

to do so when ICT mediates and supports most organisational relationships.  

 Alongside my ongoing review of the literature and narrowing of my research 

aims, I started conducting interviews in the case company. Details about the data 

collection and analysis can be found in chapter 4, I mention it here, because the findings 

from the first few interviews and more informal interactions with employees and 

managers at HR Consult suggested that professional identities played a much larger role 

than I had expected, and that the semi-dispersed work environment seemed to be used 

actively by employees to build networks with colleagues with similar perceptions of 

organisational knowledge and similar professional identities attached to those 

perceptions of knowledge. I therefore found a need to review identity theory and to 

combine this in a multidisciplinary theoretical lens encompassing knowledge theory, 

identity theory and relationship theory, in addition to my ongoing review of literature 

on case studies of semi-dispersed teams.  

 My research aim with this multidisciplinary theoretical lens is to build a holistic 

and coherent lens to analyse the cognitive and relational processes which influence 

knowledge communication in semi-dispersed work contexts. 

 As participants told about their practices, they also justified these practices with 

reference to the values and practices they tried to live up to, to be successful. These 

practices and the values attached to them seemed to form the basis for configurations of 

professional identities. These identity configurations emerged as employees identified 

and justified their practices and values with reference to colleagues who shared similar 

professional identities. At the same time they dissociated their own practices and values 

from the practices and values of other employees. So as interviews progressed, 

configurations of professional identities began to emerge. These configurations went far 

beyond the set of participants in the project, as participants mentioned other teams, 

networks and individuals within and beyond the organisation with which they either 

identified themselves with or dissociated themselves from. For all these identity 

configurations, ICT was used to stay connected to dispersed members met at the 

infrequent global organisational conferences, and often dispersed members introduced 
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new members into the dispersed network, based on their similar professional identities. 

But employees were not always connected with other members of an identity 

configuration. Instead, the shared identity of an identity configuration can be seen as a 

mental ‘prototype’ which employees try to adhere to in their practices, and through 

which they justify and make sense of their past practices. 

 The research aims therefore changed to reflect these early findings, as well as to 

reflect the trajectory of the current labor market in the direction of the three tendencies 

outlined in the previous section. Because the participants in more recent dispersed 

teams studies, such as Al-Ani, et al. (2011) and Assudani (2011), did not problematise 

technology but saw it as a mediator of all organisational relations, co-located or 

otherwise, I chose not to focus on technology specifically, but on how employees make 

sense of the semi-dispersed, multi-team environment in which they work. Because the 

context of the inquiry is semi-dispersed, ICTs will always play a role, but rather than 

examine specific ICTs and their direct impact on knowledge communication practices, 

an aim of this project is to examine what role employees attach to technology in the 

daily knowledge communicaction practices, and how a semi-dispersed context impacts 

on the relationships which are the foundation of that practice.  

 The research aims can therefore be condensed to: 

Overall research aim:  

To examine how different employee perceptions of organisational knowledge are 

reflected in different configurations of professional identity in a semi-dispersed work 

context. This overall aim can be divided into three parts: 

1.) Building a multidisciplinary theoretical lens to enable analysis of the 

interplay of employee perceptions of knowledge, identity and relationships in a 

semi-dispersed work context, thereby allowing a holistic approach to analysing 

the impact of the three tendencies. 

2.) Examine how employees maintain a coherent sense of identity in the 

organisation in the absence of more clearly defined co-located relationships 

and limited number of teams and projects. 

3.) Examine what the configurations of professional identity formations mean 

for the ways organisational knowledge is communicated among employees. 
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The next section will define what is meant by ‘configurations of professional identity’, 

and how such ‘identity configurations’ are linked to identity ‘prototypes’.  

1.4 Another note on terminology: ‘identity configuration’ and 
‘prototype’ 

The term ‘identity configuration’ will be adopted in the thesis to describe employees 

with similar perceptions of knowledge, similar professional identity and similar use of 

relationships to support their practices and identities. When employees can be seen as 

differing in their perceptions of one of these three processes, they will, for analytical 

purposes, be seen as belonging to different identity configurations.  

 Relationships can be seen as fulfilling two purposes in relation to the knowledge 

communication processes: firstly, they provide a social foundation for employees’ 

perception of knowledge thereby also supporting their professional identity through 

joint sensemaking with colleagues. Secondly relationships can be seen as supporting 

similar knowledge communication practices of the identity configuration. The term 

‘configuration’ implies that all employees are not necessarily connected in social 

networks or communities, rather the configuration should be seen as an analytical tool 

to show patterns in the data across local organisational contexts and across 

communities in the organisation. 

 The term ‘identity prototype’ will be adopted in the thesis to describe 

employees who can be seen as representing the key characteristics of a particular 

identity configuration in their interview statements. Providing more detail about what 

these ‘characteristics’ consist of, Jansen and Roodt (2014) provide a definition of 

identity prototypes:  

“The prototype is the interrelated set of perceptions, attitudes, feelings, and 

behavior that captures similarities among ingroup members and differences 

between ingroup members and outgroup members” (p.118-119) 

This definition includes both cognitive aspects, such as “attititudes and feelings”, 

and social aspects in the form of “beviour”. Behaviour as a reflection of cognitive 

processes of identity formation will be theorised further in the presentation of Weick’s 

(1995, 2001) theory of ‘sensemaking’ (section 2.1), while identity theory will be 

reviewed in section 2.4.  
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The thesis uses interviews as the main data collection method which means that 

employees can be expected to present themselves and their practices in the light of their 

preferred ‘identity prototype’. Research interviews can therefore be seen as idealised, 

retrospective accounts representing the social contexts described from the perspective 

of the participant’s mental model. Identity prototypes can be seen as one such mental 

model (Jansen & Roodt, 2014), while participants’ perspective on the organisational 

contexts described can be seen as another mental model, or more specifically a context 

model (Van Dijk, 2005). 

Because the thesis understands identity as both cognitive and social process 

(see section 2.4), distinctly different configurations of identity can be seen as 

represented by individuals as ‘prototypes’ of such identity configurations. 

Configurations of identitiy can be identified in organisations when individuals build 

relations with employees sharing similar professional identities, and when the practices 

and values of that identity category is recognised by both insiders and outsiders as 

distinctly different from the practices and values of other identity configurations. Each 

identity configuration shares similar perceptions of organisational knowledge 

communication practices, similar perceptions of organisational knowledge, and similar 

interpretations of organisational practice and strategy. These shared identities are 

reflected in the relationships they build and the values they attach to these relationships. 

I do not argue that three identity configuration I identified at HR Consult are universal 

or even that they are the only ones at HR Consult, but rather that they can be used as 

point of reference for examining configurations of similar and other identities in other 

organisations. 

1.5 Research questions 

Rather than study the challenges of specific virtual or semi-dispersed teams, I examine 

how employees at the case company make sense of their complex work environment, i.e. 

how they construct a coherent sense of identity across the teams and professional 

communities they are engaged in. In doing so, they seem to build, firstly, on prototypical 

perceptions of organisational knowledge practices; secondly, they seem to build 

professional identities centred on this perception of knowledge and the practices 

attached to it. Thirdly, these professional identities seem to be maintained through 

social interaction with other employees sharing similar professional identies. Those 

three interconnected knowledge communication processes (perceptions of knowledge, 
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professional identity and relationships supporting professional identity) form the focus 

of my research questions: 

RQ1. Linking perceptions of organisational knowledge to knowledge 
communication practices 

 1.a) How do employees make sense of organisational knowledge at HR Consult? 

 1.b) What does this mean for communication of organisational knowledge at  
HR Consult? 

 

RQ2. Professional identities centred on perceptions of knowledge and their 
link to knowledge communication practice. 

 2.a) How can these different sensemaking perceptions of organisational 
knowledge be linked to different prototypical professional identities at HR 
Consult? 

 2.b) How do different prototypes approach communication of organisational 
knowledge? 

 

RQ3. Linking professional relationship constructions to knowledge 
communication practices 

 3.a) How are local and dispersed relationships used to support different 
professional identities at HR Consult? 

 3.b) What do configurations of identities mean for communication of 
organisational knowledge at HR Consult? 

Each research question is subdivided into a question focussing on sensemaking, 

and a question focussing on how the sensemaking is enacted in knowledge 

communication practice at HR Consult. However, although the notion of sensemaking 

appears central to the research questions, the main theoretical focus of the thesis is not 

on the sensemaking process, but on the three foci which employees make sense of in 

order to build their knowledge communication practices: perceptions of knowledge, 

identity and relationships. These questions are addressed in the thesis firstly because 

the influence of professional identities on semi-dispersed organisational knowledge 

communication seems to be understudied in the literature on virtual teams. Secondly, 

analysing how employees at HR Consult construct discursive expressions of what Weick 

(1995, 2001) terms ‘sensemaking’ about their semi-dispersed work context enables 

understanding of both the values underlying their knowledge communication practices, 

and their justifications for those practices. 
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The three knowledge communication processes (perception of knowledge, 

professional identity and relationships) emerged in the initial stages of interaction with 

case context, and can be seen as emerging in the iterative process of reading theory, 

reflecting, interviewing and analysing. This approach reflects the ‘reflexive 

epistemology’ presented in chapter 3 on philosophy of science. According to this 

perspective on science, all theory can be seen as empirically laden and all empirical 

findings as theory laden (David, 2005). Iterations and interaction between all stages and 

levels of abstraction in the research process are a natural part of the scientific process 

from this reflexive philosophy of science perspective.  

Although ‘reflexive epistemology’ values the contributions of both quantitative, 

qualitative and mixed methods studies, as long as the study engages in reflection on the 

limitations of the approach adopted and questions the basic assumptions of the field, the 

present thesis is a qualitative study. The reflexive aspect of the thesis can be seen in the 

reflections on: the role of technology in semi-dispersed work context as being indirect 

and subject to the sensemaking of the users (see section 2.2), the identification of a 

missing cognitive and relational focus in knowledge management literature (section 

2.3), the lack of focus on the cognitive processes of discourse construction in several DA 

approaches (see section 2.4) and the reflections on how a multidisciplinary theoretical 

approach can be applied to study knowledge communication processes in semi-

dispersed work contexts (section 2.7). It should be noted that these reflections cannot 

all be seen as theoretical contributions of the thesis; for example Alvesson and 

Sköldberg (2009), Van Dijk (2005) and Chilton (2005) have offered similar critiques of 

the lack of focus in Discour Analysis on the cognitive aspects of discourse production.  

1.1.2 Methods applied to analyse perceptions of knowledge, identity and 
relationships 

Although the main theoretical focus in chapter 2 lies in reviewing and integrating 

theories of knowledge, identity and relationships, these theories do not in themselves 

suggest an appropriate method for analysing those three processes. I therefore chose to 

combine coding of interview data with deeper analysis of selecting interviews, which 

could be seen as representing prototypical approaches to knowledge communication in 

the semi-dispersed work environment of HR Consult. This deeper analysis of the 

selected interviews builds on Discourse Analysis tools mainly from James Gee’s (2011, 

2014) Discourse Analysis method and integrates it with sensemaking theory to analyse 

perceptions of knowledge, identity and relationships using theories from each of these 
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fields. Although the thesis situates this DA approach in relation to other main DA 

approaches (see section 2.6) the review of DA theory builds mainly on introductory 

texts, as reviewing or developing the field of DA does not constitute a research aim of the 

thesis. Having recognised these limitations in the DA approeach the following 

paragraphs defines how the term discourse is used in the thesis in relation to Weick’s 

theory of sensemaking. 

 Discourses as a linguistic expression of sensemaking can be seen as an 

interaction between, on the one hand, social and institutional discourses which form a 

contextual landscape or backgound, which James Gee (2011, 2014) terms (D)iscourse 

while Fairclough (2003) uses the term orders of discourse. And, on the other hand, 

specific texts and utterances which Gee terms (d)iscourse. Through these specific, 

situated linguistic acts, individuals and groups make sense of, negotiate, invoke, enact or 

resist different elements of the orders of (D)iscourse. Often these two meanings of 

discourse as text or interaction, and discourse as background shaping the text or 

interaction are conflated, and Gee’s orthographic distinction between (d)iscourse and 

(D)iscourse will therefore be adopted in the rest of the thesis.  Because of my discourse 

analysis methodology to analysing sensemaking (Weick, 1995, 2001), I have termed my 

methodology discursive sensemaking. When engaging in discursive sensemaking, 

interview participants offer insights into their justifications for enacting or resisting 

organisational (D)iscourses, or for adopting particular practices.  

Discursive sensemaking can be seen as an analytical process for examining each 

of the three intertwined aspects of the participants’ sensemaking. Each of the research 

questions address one of the three aspects: perceptions of knowledge (RQ1), 

professional identities (RQ2) and relationships (RQ3). Because employees’ discursive 

sensemaking about their practices is situated within the semi-dispersed work contexts, 

they also offer insight into different prototypical approaches to technology use. 

However, I chose not to address technology as specific focus point due to the socio-

technical perspective presented in section 2.1.2. The socio-technical perspective shifted 

the focus from technology to how and for what purposes a technology is adopted.  

My discursive sensemaking approach to discourse analysis (DA), adopts a 

reflexive (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009) perspective on language as (d)iscourse which is 

simultaneously representational and constructive. I see these aspects of language as 

closely intertwined rather than as binaries, as they have traditionally been setup. Using 

language as both representing reality and constructing our subjective perspective on 
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that reality, we build our values, perceptions and identities into our descriptions. This 

includes a cognitive aspect of discourse which can be seen as aligned with Van Dijk’s 

(2005) and Chilton’s call for DA approaches which go beyond texts and conversation to 

analyse the cognition which are the foundation of those texts. A similar call for discourse 

analysis approaches which go beyond text to examine both the contexts and the 

cognition can be found in  Alvesson and Sköldberg’s review of DA approaches from the 

perspective of their Reflexive Methodology (2009). To sum up, the interviews in the 

study are analysed with the awareness that participants use (d)iscourse to negotiate 

both their own mental models of the (D)iscourses within the organisation and the values 

underlying the participant’s professional identity.  

Weick’s (1995, 2001) sensemaking theory can be seen as model for this 

perception of human cognition as consisting of (inter-)subjective perceptions of reality, 

and (d)iscourse as enactment of those perceptions. The values and identities I analyse 

reflect his concept ‘retention’, through which we perceive, interpret, make sense of our 

environment and of the effect of our own practices and actions on that environment. 

Because of the deliberate focus on linguistic constructions rather than the broader 

enactment focus of Weick, I term my approach discursive sensemaking. My analyses of 

discursive sensemaking are used to understand how employees maintain coherent sense 

of professional identity in the semi-dispersed work environment of HR Consult.  

From a theoretical point of view, the findings may contribute by suggesting a 

shift from a team process perspective to an employee perspective in the literature on 

dispersed teams as a means for overcoming knowledge communication problems, which 

I identify in my review of the literature on dispersed teams in chapter 2. Secondly, the 

three intertwined knowledge communication processes (perception of knowledge, 

professional identity and relationships) can be seen as a contribution to both theory and 

practice, as they may start to address the challenges to knowledge communication in 

semi-dispersed work contexts. 

The understanding fostered by the analysis may help HR Consult and other 

organisations to become aware of the different strengths and needs of each prototype 

thereby potentially building more effective semi-dispersed teams. Thereby the study 

contributes to practice. 
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1.1.3 Brief introduction to the three identity configurations emerging from the 
analyses 

As analysis of my data progressed, three distinctly different approaches to the work as 

consultants at HR Consult emerged. Interview participants’ accounts of their practices 

and occasional relections of those practices could be seen as reflecting the values 

underlying one of these approaches. Similarly, participants often criticised values 

associated with one or both of the other identity configurations. Because each identity 

configuration was both supported by some employees and criticised by others, I 

analysed them as fairly stable social constructions although far from all employees 

seemed consciously aware that there were other approaches than their own.  

 To allow for a deeper analysis of the characteristics of each identity 

configuration emerging from the coding of interview data, I selected one participant 

from each configuration which seemed to represent the ‘prototypical’ traits of that 

identity configuration. In this analysis of the prototypical characteristics of each identity 

configuration, my selection of theories on knowledge communication, identity and 

relationships (presented in chapter 2) can be seen as ways to describe the formation of 

professional identities centred on specific perceptions of knowledge. These professional 

identities can be seen as maintained through organisatioinal relationships and 

knowledge communication practices with colleagues sharing that professional identity.  

 For two of the three identity prototypes examined in this dissertation, the 

employee autonomy and management distance characterising the semi-dispersed work 

contexts seem to be important pre-requisites for maintaining their professional identity. 

These two prototypes centred their professional identity on a discourse valuing client 

satisfaction achieved through time consuming development of tailored solutions. The 

tailored solutions were constructed by transforming and adapting organisational 

knowledge to the client’s context. For the two employees representing each of these 

prototypes, their approach to knowledge communication resulted in bigger, 

international orders from the client. But the two differed in the extent to which they 

undertook this knowledge transformation alone, or made a virtue of using their network 

to find team members with exactly the abilities needed for the project. I term the first 

prototype the community supported knowledge creator, and the second one the 

knowledge team prototype. The knowledge transformation strategy which these two 

prototypes shared stood in opposition to the organisational discourse in the case 

company.  
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 The strategy of the third prototypical identity, the knowledge transfer prototype, 

seems to be aligned with the strategy of the case company, which entailed reapplication 

of existing portfolio of modular solutions for individual, team, leadership and sales 

training. The strength of this prototype thus seems to be a strong focus on implementing 

organisation strategy, and delivering existing organisational knowledge. Because of this 

focus on communicating organisational knowledge without transforming it, I termed 

this professional identity the knowledge transfer prototype.1 

 Management awareness and support for different needs for leadership and 

different strategies and practices of the three prototypes may lead to more effective 

semi-dispersed teams which build on a common ground of identification between team 

members.  

 The three prototypes analysed in depth do have their own idiosyncratic traits, 

but because identity, and particular professional identity, is also to a large degree social 

and situated within communities (Wenger 1998), they do represent larger identity 

configurations which were identitified consistently by employees from different identity 

configurations even though far from everyone within an identity configurations had 

work relationships with each other. This seems to support the existence of identity 

‘prototypes’ as mental models, which employees associate with or dissociate themselves 

from.  

1.6 Structure of the thesis 

The thesis has been divided into six chapters of which this introduction is the first. 

Chapter 2 reviews literature to provide a theoretical grounding for answering the three 

research questions. Chapter 3 presents the epistemological limitations and implications 

of adopting a DA approach to study research interviews. This forms the basis for the 

description of my methodology in Chapter 4, and the findings in Chapter 5. Finally, 

Chapter 6 presents the conclusions, limitations, implications and future directions. 

Below I provide a more detailed overview of each chapter. 

 In chapter two, I build a multidisciplinary theoretical lens to examine 

perceptions of knowledge, professional identity and relationships in current semi-

                                                        

1     ‘Transfer’ is used here to denote 1:1 transmission of knowledge from one person or group to another 
person or group without loss or transformation of knowledge. While this is impossible in practice, it 
should be seen as an ideal which the knowledge transfer prototype strives for.  
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dispersed work contexts. To do so, section 2.1 presents Weick’s theory of sensemaking 

(2001, 2005). From Weick’s perspective the influence of the environment on the identity 

of an individual is balanced against the individual need to maintain a coherent identity. 

This need means that previous experiences and identities are used to understand and 

react to current situations. This is the ongoing process which Weick terms sensemaking. 

Throughout each of the following sections, I reconsider the theories presented in that 

section in the light of sensemaking theory. I do so to emphasise that organisational 

practice and discourse can be seen as socially constructed, and that organisational 

knowledge, professional identities and relationships are not objective and stable 

categories, but constructed in an ongoing process of sensemaking. In sections 2.2 to 2.5, 

focus shifts towards theories to address the research questions more specifically. I 

combine theories from research on semi-dispersed teams, knowledge theory, identity 

theory and relationship theory.  

 Section 2.2 discusses the role of ICT in work relations, first from a theoretical 

perspective, and then from a practice perspective. The theoretical perspective discusses 

socio-technical theory of ICT as opposed to more traditional views of ICT as having a 

direct and predictable impact on relationships mediated by ICT. The practice 

perspective is represented by a systemematic review of case studies examining semi-

dispersed teams within organisational contexts. The purpose here is both to review 

trajectories in current research on the semi-dispersed work context, and to situate the 

thesis in relation to disagreements within the field to address the challenges of the semi-

dispersed work context.  

 Section 2.3 then presents knowledge management theory to build a vocabulary 

for describing perceptions of knowledge (RQ1) and for describing knowledge 

communication practice (all three RQs). This section presents concepts to describe 

knowledge. Firstly. concepts which perceive knowledge as mainly static, and therefore 

using vocabulary to describe the states of knowledge. Secondly,  concepts perceiving 

knowledge as mainly a process in on-going transformation, and as evolving through 

interaction and communication. These latter perspective form the rationale for including 

theories on identity and relationships in sections 2.4 and 2.5. 

 Section 2.4 provides a theoretical grounding for the analysis of identity 

construction. I adopt a discourse perspective on identity in which identity is analysed 

through its construction in language, but which recognises the individual need to 

maintain a sense of self beyond and below the discursive expression of identity. The 
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section argues for how this can be seen as reflecting the perception of identity in Weick’s 

(1995, 2001) sensemaking theory presented in section 2.1. 

 I then relate the knowledge management perspective to a selection of theories 

on relationships in section 2.5. The section discusses the role of weak ties and strong ties 

(section 2.3.2), trust (section 2.3.3) and knowledge about who-knows-what, so called 

Transactive Memory Systems (section 2.3.4); these three sections can be seen as 

providing the theoretical vocabulary for describing professional relationships, which is 

the focus of RQ3.  

 The theoretical grounding for my DA approach is presented in section 2.6, 

which situates and defines my use of the term ‘discourse analysis’ (DA) to avoid that the 

term becomes a catch-all for interpretive analysis. The section provides theoretical 

grounding for analysing identity configurations and identity prototypes, and situates the 

DA approach in relation to other major DA approaches. I argue for an extension of 

Weick’s theory of sensemaking to analyse how employees rhetorically and discursively 

construct identities and practices in discursive sensemaking within the interview 

situation. I adopt a DA approach which, at a language philosophical level argues for 

language as both a means for representing and constructing social reality as seen from 

the perspective of the interviewees. 

Chapter 3 reflects on the assumptions and limitations of adopting a DA 

approach to analyse linguistic data. The limitations pertain to the ability of language in 

general and interview data in particular to represent the case context and the 

professional identity/ies of the participant. My choice of data and method situate the 

study within a constructionist philosophy of science perspective. But in the reflexive 

spirit of David (2005) and Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009), I question the post-

structuralist assumptions about language. Poststructuralism, despite considerable 

nuances, can be understood as arguing that because there is no direct relationship 

between language, social reality outside language and inner life of the speaker, research 

should not attempt to provide answers to questions moving beyond linguistic 

interaction. Because of my dissociation from this radically poststructuralist position, I 

describe the constructionist position in the project as a moderate constructionist 

position.  

The methods to analyse the data are presented in chapter 4. The chapter argues 

for the choices in sampling strategy and describes the case organisation HR Consult 

(section 4.2). The research questions are then addressed from a method perspective 
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(section 4.2.3). This is followd by explication of the methods adopted to analyse the data. 

These include, firstly, a coding stage to identify identity configurations characterised by 

specific perceptions of knowledge, identity and relationships; and secondly, a DA stage 

examining the discursive sensemaking of participants who can be seen as prototypes of 

the identity configurations emerging from the coding stage. In the coding stage, the 21 

interviews were coded using the muli-disciplinary theoretical lens developed in chapter 

2. During the coding process, analysis memos were used to reflect on the codes, how 

findings fit with the multi-disciplinary theoretical lens, and how to describe and analyse 

findings which emerged, but were not described or adequately covered by existing 

theory. This formed the basis for selecting interviews and quotes for the more detailed 

discursive sensemaking analysis. My discursive sensemaking analysis examines 

participants’ accounts of and their reflections on their practices as HR Consult 

employees. This analysis starts at the macro-level of how participants’ accounts 

construct their perception of organisational knowledge, identities and relationships. To 

substantialise and ground this analysis empirically, I adopt tools from linguistics to 

analyse how semantic, syntactic and prosodic choices of participants underpin their 

sensemaking perspectives2. Moving from macro-level to micro-level analysis can also be 

seen in the socio-linguistic approach of James Gee (Gee, 2011, 2014; Gee & Handford, 

2011).  

Chapter 5 presents the analyses of the findings. Because of the time-consuming 

nature of my discursive sensemaking method, I chose to focus the analysis on interview 

participants which could be seen as prototypes of the three configurations of 

professional identities found in the coding and memoing process. The thesis terms these 

three prototypes the knowledge transfer prototype, the community supported knowledge 

creator prototype and the knowledge team prototype. The more mainstream 

organisational identity, the knowledge transfer prototype is subjected to a less thorough 

analysis (section 5.1) to form a background against which to analyse the other two (in 

section 5.2 and 5.3, respectively). The few employees representing the community 

supported knowledge creator and the knowledge team prototypes seem to stand out as 

                                                        

2 Full discussion of the terms is beyond the scope of this introduction, but dictiontinary definition are: 
Semantics: “the branch of linguistics and logic concerned with meaning” (Semantics. 1998. The New 
Oxford Dictionary of English, p. 1689, Oxford: Clarendon Press); Syntax: “the branch of linguistics that 
deals with the arrangement of words and phrases to create well-formed sentences in a language” (Syntax. 
1998. The New Oxford Dictionary of English, p. 1882, Oxford: Clarendon Press); Prosodic analysis: 
“Linguistics[:] analysis of a language based on its patterns of stress and intonation in different contexts.” 
(Prosodic analysis. 1998. The New Oxford Dictionary of English, p. 1489, Oxford: Clarendon Press). 
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rare in the organisation. They can both be seen as potential knowledge leaders driving 

innovation and knowledge creation from below in an organisation which emphasises 

centrally developed knowledge. Therefore I chose to analyse these prototypes in more 

depth.  

Chapter 6 provides a brief discussion of the method (section 6.1), concludes on 

the findings in relation to the three research questions (section 6.2), and discusses the 

findings in relation to the multidisciplinary theoretical lens built in chapter 2 (section 

6.3). The limitations to these findings are then presented (section 6.4) followed by a 

discussion of the implications for organisations, project managers and semi-dispersed 

teams (section 6.5). The thesis is rounded off with suggestions for future research 

directions (section 6.6). 

 In addition to these main chapters, five appendices are provided (Appendix A-

E). Appendix A provides details about the systematic selection of organisational case 

studies on semi-dispersed teams, which formed the corpus used in section 2.2 to 

examine current challenges and trajectories in semi-dispersed work contexts. Appendix 

B provides a list of this corpus. Appendix C is a list of the transcription conventions 

developed for the ‘discursive sensemaking analysis’ method. Appendix D provides a list 

of the abbreviations used in the thesis, and Appendix E consists of a table with 

definitions of and references to all the theoretical concepts which were adopted from 

the multidisciplinary literature review, as well as a column outlining how these 

theoretical concepts were applied in the coding process. 
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Chapter 2:  

Multidisciplinary literature review of knowledge 

communication processes in semi-dispersed work 

environments 

This chapter lays out the theoretical groundwork of the study, which due to the 

complexity of the problem under scrutiny builds on a multi-disciplinary selection of 

theories. This introduction to the literature review both lays out the structure of the 

chapter and argues for how the pieces fit together. Section 1 opens the chapter with an 

explication of Weick’s theory of organisational sensemaking, because sensemaking can 

be understood as a lens through which we can understand how the perceptions of 

individuals and groups shape how they understand the organisational environment and 

the knowledge communication practices within it. Throughout the chapter, I relate the 

theories about the semi-dispersed work environment, perceptions of knowledge, 

professional identities and relationships to Weick’s theory, thereby building a coherent 

theoretical framework through which to answer the three research questions.  

 After presenting Weick’s theory, I review literature on the challenges of the 

semi-dispersed work environment (section 2.2). This section starts from a theoretical 

angle to argue for examining technology not as a material artefact with a direct impact 

on organisational knowledge communication. Instead, technology is examined from a 

socio-technical perspective (section 2.2.1) which suggests a complex co-constitution of 

technology and human interaction with that technology. This makes it difficult to predict 

how echnology mediates team work in a semi-dispersed work context. This implies that 

rather than examine technology explicitly, I examine employee perspectives on practices 

within semi-dispersed work-context, thus enabling an analysis of how technology 

shapes mental models and perceptions of knowledge, identities and relationships. With 

the theoretical perspective on technology explicated, the section then reviews a 

systematically selected corpus of work-place case studies of dispersed teams (sections 

2.2.2. to 2.2.5) This review demonstrates the challenges of communicating knowledge 

and building relations and identification in dispersed work settings. The review also 

indicates that challenges lie in the difficulty of working together across geographic and 

professional boundaries when lacking a shared context. The review of organisational 

case studies on semi-dispersed teams thereby supports the socio-technical theories 

presented by indicating that challenges do not seem to arise from any direct impact of 
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technology on organisational relations. Rather, the mediation of ICT in semi-dispersed 

organisational team work requires a change of mental models and sensemaking about 

those technologies. Section 2.2.6 then argues for shifting the perspective, both in 

research and in practice, towards a higher degree of employee autonomy in designing 

virtual teams, because it seems from the successful semi-dispersed teams in the review 

that a high level of employee autonomy and commitment is required to for the success of 

semi-dispersed teams. This higher level of autonomy includes influence on the design of 

the team and selection of team members to ensure well functioning relationships. In 

some cases, this approach has led to high-performing dispersed teams, which I term 

knowledge teams to emphasise their effectiveness in communicating knowledge in the 

team. Through frequent communication about tasks, interpersonal issues in the team 

and knowledge about the different expertises, the team seems to build mutual 

understanding and respect for each team member’s knowledge domain. Knowledge 

teams also excel in their ability to find and apply knowledge spread in the wider 

network of colleagues outside the team. 

After reviewing the challenges of semi-dispersed work contexts, the chapter 

shifts to reviewing theories which underpin each of the three research questions. 

Section 2.3 reviews knowledge management literature with the purpose of building a 

vocabulary for analysing perceptions of knowledge which is the focus of RQ1. These 

knowledge theories are also used to structure the coding of interview data about 

employees’ knowledge communication practices at HR Consult. The section first reviews 

knowledge concepts from before the 1990’s which tended to perceive knowledge as 

static, implying that it could exist in different forms and formats e.g. within the brain, 

within a culture or within a document (section 2.3.1). Sections 2.3.2 to 2.3.6 then discuss 

knowledge theories with a view of knowledge as an evolutionary process. Because there 

has been considerable debate over the terms ‘tacit’3 and ‘explicit’ knowledge, I discuss 

the meaning of these terms and their application within knowledge management 

literature (section 2.3). These knowledge concepts are then evaluated in the light of 

‘Community of Practice’ (CoP) theory which emphasises the importance of identity and 

relationships not only for the development and maintenance of knowledge domains, but 

for the sense of meaning and shared identity achieved through participation in 

                                                        

3 Uses and definitions of the concept will be discussed at some length in the section, but the dictionary 
definition is ”understood or implied without being stated” (Tacit. 1998. The New Oxford Dictionary of 
English, p. 1886, Oxford: Clarendon Press.). The concepts are italicised because I used them in the coding 
of my interview analyses - see Appendix E for brief definitions of the concepts, references and applications 
in the analyses. 
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communities. The thesis argues on the basis of CoP theory that relationships and 

identities emerging from CoPs can be seen as the basis for identity configurations 

centred on different perceptions of knowledge. Section 2.3 finishes with a discussion of 

the knowledge theories in relation to sensemaking to argue that different employees 

may have different perceptions of, i.e. make a different kind of sense of, organisational 

knowledge, thereby attaching values and identities to different perceptions of 

knowledge (Section 2.3.9). These differences can be described using the vocabulary of 

the knowledge theories presented. This vocabulary, definitions, and examples of how 

they informed the analysis of data can be found in Appendix E organised under RQ1. 

The theories of organisational knowledge presented in section 2.3 are relevant 

to the study of semi-dispersed work contexts firstly because communication of 

knowledge forms the core process on which work in teams (regardless of dispersion) 

rely in order to collaborate on solving tasks. Secondly, the selected knowledge theories 

provide a vocabulary for analysing how the knowledge perceptions of knowledge at HR 

Consult differ between different configurations of identities at HR Consult. Thirdly, the 

debate in the research community over the nature of organisational knowledge seems to 

be mimicked in the debates among the different configurations of prototypes at HR 

Consult. The debate seems to polarise around two positions; on the one hand, 

researchers and practitioners with a view of knowledge as an object that can exist in 

number of fairly static forms as either personal, interpersonal or codified into 

documents and databases. And on the other hand, researchers and practitioners viewing 

organisational knowledge as a complex process that does not exist in any static forms, 

but is always tied to human knowers, always partly presupposed among communites of 

knowers, and, because it is a process, changes as it is communicated in interaction 

between knowers.  

Section 2.4 then reviews identity theory thereby providing the theoretical 

groundwork for answering RQ2. The review presents both cognitivist (or ‘essentialist’) 

perspectives on identity and constructivist perspectives on identity. In short (with the 

danger over overstating the divide), the cognitivist position argues tends to argue for a 

relatively stable, inner self which can be examined by researchers. The constructivist 

position, on the other hand, tends to see identity as mainly a linguistic and social 

construction. From this perspective, the identities of an individual are seen as positions 

or roles adopted in order to adapt to the social context and the relationship networks in 

which the individual is embedded. Researcher’s within this tradition should refrain from 

makijng claims about what an individual’s self conception, or what the individual is 
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thinking or feeling. Analysis seems to be restricted to identification of the social roles 

performed and analysis of how these roles are performed. In relation to these two 

theoretical positions, section 2.4 also discusses the extent to which identity can be seen 

as an individual, or as an interpersonal and social construct. In line with both Weick’s 

theory of sensemaking (see section 2.1.) and the reflexive philosophy of science position 

of the thesis (see chapter 3), the section argues for a perspective on identity in which 

personal identity can be seen as consistitng of both a faily stable core and a series of 

more context specific social identities and roles. The latter can be seen as arising from a 

negotiation between the values of the core identity and the expectations and 

requirements of a specific context.  

The identity theories presented in section 2.4 are important to the study of 

knowledge communication in semi-dispersed work contexts firstly because professional 

identities in an organisational context can be seen as centred around a domain of 

knowledge and the practices attached to working with that knowledge domain (Wenger, 

1998, see section 2.3.7 of this thesis for details). Secondly, dispersion and multiple team 

and project commitments challenge the ability of the individual to build a coherent and 

relatively stable professional identity across many organisational contexts. The 

dissertation aims to examine how, in the absence of a more stable, co-located 

organisational work context, employees build and maintain social identities which allow 

them to maintain a coherent sense of their professional identity. The theoretical 

vocabulary from the identity section (including definitions, and examples of how the 

concepts informed the analysis of data) can be found in Appendix E organised under 

RQ2. 

Section 2.5 reviews relationship theories which form the basis for answering 

RQ3. The section thereby elaborates on and questions some of the assumptions about 

relationships of CoP theory. First, section 2.5.1 examines findings from research on the 

‘strength of weak ties’, a phrase originally coined by Granovetter (1973) to describe the 

findings that weak relationships outside the closer networks, such as a CoP, can be an 

important source of novel knowledge. Section 2.5.2 reviews the impact of trust on 

knowledge communication in teams. Here I use the existing trust theories and findings 

to argue that trust is both an antecedent and an outcome of knowledge communication. 

Thus, trust can function as a filter which deflects knowledge from individuals who are 

less trusted and allows knowledge to flow more easily between individuals who trust 

each other. Section 2.5.3 then discusses the theory of Transactive Memory Systems 

(TMS) as a tool for describing knowledge about who-knows-what in the organisation. 
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Unlike other theories of knowledge presented in section 2.2, which highlight the 

importance of professional knowledge within a particular domain and how this 

knowledge is communicated, TMS theory highlights the importance of knowing where to 

find knowledge which is outside the individual’s own or the team’s own knowledge 

domains, and thereby build on the expertise of different knowers with different 

knowledge domains. This skill is particularly important to semi-dispersed teams, 

because specialised knowledge is difficult to communicate across boundaries. Therefore, 

I argue that dispersed teams should ideally be able to use their mutual knowledge to 

divide and conquer knowledge intensive tasks, so each team member utilises their area 

of expertise, and knowledge communication can be limited to the more explicit 

outcomes of that knowledge work. This is the core skill of what I have termed the 

knowledge team prototype. The theoretical vocabulary adopted from this section on 

relationship theories (including definitions, and examples of how they informed the 

analysis of data) can be found in Appendix E organised under RQ3. 

 Section 2.6 shifts from the focus on the semi-dispersed work context and the 

theoretical grounding for answering each of the three RQs. The section instead positions 

the DA approach adopted as part of the analysis process. The section does not aim to 

cover the history or details of DA as a complex a heterogenous field, but builds on mainly 

introductory texts to position the analytical approach of the thesis in relation to other 

DA approaches. 

Section 2.7 ends the chapter with a discussion which integrates the theories 

within a discursive sensemaking framework. 

2.1 Sensemaking as a framework for understanding perceptions of 
knowledge, identity and relationships in semi-dispersed work 
contexts 

This section introduces Weick’s sensemaking theory (Weick, 1995, 2001) as a lens for 

understanding how employees build knowledge communication practices attached to 

identity formations and interpretations of, or sensemaking about, relationships in the 

semi-dispersed work context at HR Consult. The section introduces his  sensemaking 

model, while later sections finish with a discussion of the implications of a sensemaking 

perspective on the theories presented in that section. It should be noted that 

presentation of Weick’s sensemaking model in this chapter builds on Weick’s later 

works (Weick, 1995, 2001), which Sandberg and Tsoukas (2015) identify as having a 

phenomenological focus not present in Weick’s earlier work, i.e. a perspective through 
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which individuals cannot grasp reality as it is, but perceive it through a filter of past 

experiences and the need to maintain a coherent narrative of personal identity. This 

focus is reflected in my choice of ‘perceptions of’ in my research questions. Sensemaking, 

according to Weick (1995, 2001), is a process through which individuals and groups 

align the experiences and identities with their interpretations of the situation they are 

in:  

“to talk about sensemaking is to talk about reality as an ongoing 

accomplishment that takes form when people make retrospective sense of the 

situations in which they find themselves and their creations.” (Weick, 1995, p. 

15). 

 This sensemaking is then used as the basis for (re)action to the environment; in this way 

the sensemaking perspective is enacted upon the situation and the outcome becomes the 

source for a new circle of sensemaking and enactment, and so on.  

Although I use Weick’s (1995, 2001) theory of sensemaking to examine 

employee experience of their semi-dispersed work context, access to individual 

experience is never straightforward or simple. While providing accounts of specific 

working life practices in the research interviews conducted, employees engage in a form 

of discursive sensemaking about their experiences of the complex semi-dispersed work 

environment in which they are embedded. Through these sensemaking accounts, 

interviewees construct identities, relations and knowledge communication practices 

which, despite their nature as constructed in the interview situation, are assumed in this 

dissertation to have an affinity with the interviewee’s actions and beliefs outside the 

interview situation. The full discussion of the epistemological and ontological 

perspectives of the research project are explored in chapter 3, while the 

operationalisation of sensemaking as a discursive phenomemon is elaborated in chapter 

4 to argue for discursive sensemaking as lens for understanding how employees build 

identity configurations centred around particular perceptions of knowledge with 

particular patterns of knowledge communication practices attached to them.  

The value of sensemaking as a theoretical lens for understanding knowledge 

communication practices arises from its shift in agency and causality from external 

factors (such as ICT mediation) towards how individuals and groups understand, 

interpret and make sense of these factors. Therefore, sensemaking can be used as a lens 

for understanding how the complex set of factors in a semi-dispersed work environment 
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are understood by the actors themselves and how their interpretation of these factors 

form the basis for action, or enactment in Weick’s terminology. 

Weick’s model of sensemaking incorporates the phenomenological insight that 

people do not have an objective understanding of the contexts in which they are 

embedded. And because contexts are rarely stable they occeassionaly need to be 

reinterpreted. In place of an objective and complete understanding of the contexts, 

people build on partial and subjective understanndings of the contexts they are 

embedded in. They use existing mental models to select and retain interpretations of 

those aspects of the context which can be aligned with their existing mental models. 

Weick terms changes in the environment ‘ecological change’, while the existing mental 

models are termed ‘retention’ (see Figure 1, below). The ‘retention’ aspect of  Weick’s 

model (Figure 1) consists of past experiences and current identity. Because these two 

elements form the basis for understanding ‘ecological change’ and for selecting 

responses to those changes, Weick argues that sensemaking is always retrospective. The 

emphasis on the retention system for how individuals and groups enact their 

environment means that identity plays a key role both in how individuals interpret a 

situation and how they react to it. ‘Retrospective sensemaking’ means that individuals 

and groups respond to new or ambiguous situations by drawing on what worked in 

similar situations in the past.  

Weick’s understanding of identity includes the performative, multiple identity 

perspective found in Goffman (Goffman, 1967; Weick, 2001) and Harré (2005), but 

contrary to Goffman and Harré, Weick emphasises the need of the individual to maintain 

a coherent identity over time and across different social contexts (Weick, 1995). Harré 

Nils Braad Petersen  
 

Figure 1: Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld’s model of sensemaking (2005), p. 414. 
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(2005) terms this process ‘interpellation’, meaning that a subject is called into the 

performance of a certain identity, e.g. when a teacher takes on the identity role of 

‘teacher’ by standing in front of the black board addressing the students, and taking 

responsibility for leading the class activities during a lesson. To sum up. the thesis 

argues that identity can shift as different surface identities are called for in different 

contexts and situations, yet individuals have a need to maintain a coherent sense of 

identity across contexts, and this more stable identity forms a background for identity 

constructions within a given context. I elaborate on my perspective on identity in section 

2.4 (p. 78). 

Because interpretation of ‘ecological change’ is based on existing mental models, 

the interpretations will tend to select the aspects of the context which can be aligned 

with the existing retention system. This selection process results in a selection of 

‘extracted cues’ (see Figure 1). The interpretation of these extracted cues decides the 

cause for action in response to the ecological change. Weick uses the term ‘enactment’ 

rather ‘action’ thereby emphasising that it is the interpretation on the basis of identity 

values which is ‘enacted’ on the context. In this way, ‘selection’ and ‘retention’ are 

‘enacted’ as a response to the interpretation of the environment.  

 This process sounds complex and rational when written out into individual 

steps, but should be seen as an intuitive and ongoing loop between selection, retention 

and enactment in response to ongoing changes in the ecologies we are embedded in. The 

three tendencies in the current labor market identified in the introduction, particularly 

the tendency towards individual participation in multiple projects and teams, suggests 

that current semi-dispersed work contexts represent ecologies of ongoing changes. 

Thereby semi-dispersed work contexts can be seen as sparking a need to make sense of 

the complexity. Weick (1995) terms this complexity ‘equivocality’, or in it’s adjectival 

form ‘equivocal’. The term is used to describe ecologies in which there is no single 

‘correct’ interpretation or enactment, and in which the current retention does not 

necessarily provide an answer.  

 Enactment in response to ecological change again leads to a process 

retrospective sensemaking about the effects of the enactment (visualized by the double 

arrow between Ecological change and Enactment and the arrow from enactment to 

selection in Figure 1, (below). This leads to an update of the retention system thereby 

starting a new sensemaking cycle.  
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The semi-dispersed work context can be seen as an environment of ongoing 

ecological change which involves maintaining a coherent identity across multiple teams 

and projects. This identity negotiation also occus in relation to organisational pushes 

and pulls through organisational strategies, practices and cultures, building expectations 

for how employees should act. From this perspective, how employees make sense of the 

work environment is important for understanding why, how and with whom they 

communicate knowledge. 

In terms of semi-dispersed work contexts, Weick’s sensemaking theory offers a 

useful lens for examining how individuals make sense of that context. This can offer 

insight into how the context seems to change the mental models of individuals, but also 

how they use that context actively to build a coherent sense of self in the abscence of a 

more predictable co-located work context. To build a deeper understanding of the semi-

dispersed work context, the next section first presents theories of technology which can 

be seen as aligned with the sensemaking perspective presented in this section, and then 

reviews previous organisational case studies within semi-dispersed work contexts to 

describe the challenges of working in such contexts. 

2.2 Challenges of semi-dispersed work contexts 

“There is no media-independent communication and interaction: tools, 

materials, and social arrangements always mediate activity.” (Fischer & 

Ostwald, 2005) 

“Everything that goes wrong with in-the-same-place teams also plagues 

virtual teams – only worse.” (Lipnack & Stamps, 2000, p. xxxvii) 

 

This section argues for a socio-technical perspective on technology within which the 

impact of ICT mediation on relations in semi-dispersed work contexts depends as much 

on user sensemaking about that technology as it depends on the quality of the 

technologies used. Technology is not addressed by the RQs specifically, but is an ever 

present mediator of both knowledge communication and relationships in a semi-

dispersed work context. The purpose of this section is therefore to theorise on how 

technology mediates organisational practices with emphasis on communication of 

knowledge and construction of relationships in semi-dispersed work contexts. This is 

done first from a theoretical angle by contrasting the socio-technical perspective with 

more traditional perceptions of technology. The socio-technological perspective which I 
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argue for in this section emphasises that users appropriate technology in ways 

unexpected by designers and that human planning is more often a retrospective 

rationalisation of spur of the moment decisions. This makes it difficult to predict the 

impact of technology on work in virtual teams as assumed in previous research. Due to 

this socio-technolgogical position, I chose to examine how employees appropriate 

technology to support their perception of knowledge, identity and relationships, rather 

than to examine technology as separate from the primary research aims of studying 

perceptions of knowledge, identity and relationships in a semi-dispersed work context. 

  After this theoretical positioning of the view of technology in the dissertation, 

section 2.2.2 to 2.2.4 examine the challenges of the semi-dispersed context through a 

review of organisational case studies on knowledge communication in dispersed or 

semi-dispersed teams. The review demonstates the challenges to communication and 

relationship building in semi-dispersed teams, and suggests a strong need for frequent 

communication, not just about tasks, but about the competencies of each team member, 

to ensure trust in other team members’ competence, and to facilitate an effective sharing 

of responsibilities which can be difficult if team members are unfamiliar with the 

competencies of other team members. Section 2.2.5 and 2.2.6 shifts the perspective from 

the challenges experienced in semi-dispersed work context, to the increasing number of 

cases of successful dispersed or semi-dispersed teams in recent case studies of semi-

dispersed work contexts. I introduce the term knowledge team to distinguish these high 

performing and knowledge developing semi-dispersed teams from teams which are 

more focused on solving the task at hand by applying existing knowledge and practices. 

This is not to devalue the work of the latter type of team and employees, but to 

recognise that the strength of each type can be utilised more efficiently if the differences 

are recognised. What characterises a ‘knowledge team’ seems to be a high degree of 

autonomy with focus on client satisfaction rather than adherence to organisational 

strategies and practices. This focus on the client also means that the knowledge team 

develops and transforms knowledge and practices in order to deliver the best possible 

solution. This can be seen as an innovative approach as opposed to an approach 

dedicated to following established procedures, guidelines and practices within an 

organisation. Finally, knowledge teams demonstrate an ability to divide tasks based on a 

mutual knowledge of each other’s strengths and weaknesses, and are able to build on 

the local employee networks of each team member to find knowledge not possessed by 

the often globally dispersed team members. I finish the section by discussing how 

Weick’s (1995, 2001) theory of sensemaking relates to the socio-technical perspective 
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and the semi-dispersed work context (section 2.2.7). The socio-technical perspective can 

be seen as similar to Weick’s sensemaking perspective; firstly because both argue that a 

context, situation or technology is never perceived as it is, but understood through the 

existing identities, experiences and immediate needs of the sensemaker, who in the case 

of technology is the user; secondly, because both Weick and Suchman recognise a 

retrospective element to planning and action. The nature of retrospection can be 

understood in two ways, both of which apply: firstly, when deciding a course of action, 

we build on a retrospective review of what worked in the past. Secondly, after 

enactment we review the outcome retrospectively unconsciously or consciously 

rationalising our decisions in the light of our self-understanding, i.e. our retention. 

 A trajectory of theorising on the mediation of technology in organisational 
communication 

The trajectory of research into the use of ICT seems to have shifted from a deterministic 

focus on the affordances of technologies towards a complex view of technologies as 

embedded in deeper and wider personal, institutional, social and cultural contexts 

(Kampf, 2005). In this section I outline this trajectory, but argue that the more 

deterministic view of technology continues to exist alongside the socio-technical 

perspective. I term the earlier perspective ‘deterministic’, because it rests on an 

assumption that the impact of technology can be predicted before the technology 

reaches the user. As an example of this, I present Media Richness Theory (Daft & Lengel, 

1986) in this section. I then oppose this theory with the socio-technical perspective 

which Kampf (2005) represents. From that perspective, the impact of technology on 

human behaviour seems to be shaped as much by the communities of users as by the 

affordances built into the technology.  

Media Richness theory, as presented in the original paper by  (Daft & Lengel, 

1984); Daft and Lengel (1986) argues that the ability of a technology to communicate 

complex information depends on its ability to communicate non-verbal cues. From this 

perspective face to face communication is the richest medium, while email is a “lean” 

medium, because it is both asynchronous and provides no extra-linguistic cues in the 

form of intonation, facial expressions or gestures (Daft & Lengel, 1986). In the late 1980s 

and early 1990s a number of findings began to contradict this deterministic perspective. 

Walther (1996) cites numerous studies where even “lean” media, like email and UseNet 

groups supported deep friendships and even romances. He argues that asynchronous 

media based on writing rather that orality may provide users with more rhetorical 

choice of how to represent themselves from their best side by emphasising the most 
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positive aspects of their personality. Walther (1996) argues that depending on personal 

preference some people may find it easier to communicate these positive aspects in 

writing rather than in face-to-face interactions. Wilson, Straus, and McEvily (2006) 

confirmed Walther’s findings, and showed that trust in computer-mediated 

relationships can and do develop to levels comparable to face-to-face relations, although 

they start at lower levels. Furthermore, Media Richness Theory has been tested in a 

study by Dennis and Kinney (1998) showing team performance was not improved by 

matching task equivocality to media richness. Thereby Dennis and Kinney (1998) 

provided evidence contradicting the hypothesis of Media Richness Theory that equivocal 

tasks require rich media to be resolved effectively. Despite the criticism against the 

theory it continues to thrive, however.  

This can be seen in the number of papers citing Daft and Llengel’s original 

article (1986): in Figure 1 (below), I’ve reproduced a citation diagram drawn from Web 

of Science showing that the number of citations per year has only increased since its 

original publication. This shows that Media Richness Theory and the perspective on 

technology associated with it has not been replaced by a paradigm shift towards the 

sociotechnical perspective. So the socio-technical perspective I draw on in my theorising 

about technology appropriation in semi-dispersed work contexts does not constitute the 

only or even the dominant view of the impact of technology on human communication. 

In the following I will therefore add more empirical grounding for the socio-technical 

perspective.  

Studies contradicting the underlying argument of Media Richness Theory began 

to emerge in the early 90’s. For example, Walther (1992) demonstrated deep personal 

interaction using emails. His study implies a reconceptualisation of ICT use towards 

Figure 1: Citation index for ‘Media Richness’ (Web of Science, 6 august 2015). 
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viewing the effects of technology mediation as unpredictable and strongly influenced by 

user sensemaking about the technology. This perspective is reflected in two other 

strands of research: Lucy Suchman’s ‘socio-technical design’ (Suchman, 1987, 1998, 

2007) and Wanda Orlikowski’s ‘structuration theory’ (Orlikowski, W. J. , 2007; W. J. 

Orlikowski, 1992). 

The socio-technical perspective on technology has its roots in the Tavistock 

Institute of Human Relations in London (est. 1947), which brought together researchers 

from a variety of scientific disciplines. They developed the theory of socio-technical 

systems in response to the scientific management prevalent at the time (Hanafy, 2013). 

Socio-technical systems were seen as combining three types of relations: between 

human and human (social), machine and machine (technical) and between human and 

machine (socio-technical). In America the socio-technical perspective evolved at the 

Xerox Palo Alto Research Center (PARC)4, strongly influenced by the work of Lucy 

Suchman.  

Suchman’s (1987) research put emphasis on the situatedness5 of human 

planning. By situatedness she refers to the perception that humans always make 

decisions within the current context in which they are embedded, and only justify and 

rationalise the actions after the fact, i.e. in retrospect. Therefore, the impact of a 

technology on a user cannot be predicted by programmers and designers, because the 

impact and use of a technology will be influenced as much by the context in which the 

technology is used and the current, situated needs of the user.  

Suchman (1987) argues that the perception of technology dominant at the end 

of the 1980s tended to assume that programmers and technology designers could 

predict user interaction with technological artefacts such as copying machines. She 

argues that this is a ‘cognitivist’ perspective in that it assumes that human thinking is 

rational and predictable. Instead she builds on socio-technical design theory to study 

how users actively appropriate technologies for their own purposes and needs. The aim 

of the study was to shift the perspective of designers towards thinking more about the 

users and their needs. This approach to technology sparked the Participatory Design 

                                                        

4 Xerox PARC (Palo Alto Research Center, est. 1969) has had considerable impact on technology use 
through the development of technologies such as the GUI (the Graphic User Interface, the basis of 
interfaces on Windows, Apple and all smartphone interfaces) the laser printer, the ethernet (aka. Local 
Area Netwok or LAN connecting computers and other electronic devices, such as printers, in local 
computer networks. 
5 I italicise the theoretical concepts which will be used in the analysis of interview. The concepts, brief 
definitions and applications for analysis have been collected in the table in appendix C. 
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movement in Scandinavian research (Bødker & Pekkola, 2010), again arguing for the 

need to recognise that users run into challenges unforeseen by designers, and 

furthermore that users appropriate technologies for their own uses regardless of 

designer’s intentions. In her later works (1998, 2007), Suchman builds on Bruno 

Latour’s Actant Network Theory, which emphasised the agency of non-human actors 

such as ICT. In these works, Suchman (Suchman, 1998, 2007) emphasises the co-

constructive interplay between users and ICT, in which technological affordances may 

shape user’s interactions with technology as much as user’s shape how ICT is used, or 

not used.  

Independently of Suchman, Wanda J. Orlikowski (1992) found a similar complex 

interplay between technological affordances and user appropriation of technologies. 

Briefly, Orlikowski’s theory builds on Giddens theory of structuration to argue that 

designers build their own mental models into ICTs; this is the process of structuration, 

i.e. the projection of existing structures onto new situations or objects. Similarly, users 

build on their existing mental models when utilising the technology:  

“While technologies may appear to have objective forms and functions at one 

point, these can and do vary by different users, by different contexts of use, 

and by the same users over time.” (W. J. Orlikowski, 1992, p. 403).  

To sum-up the theoretical perspectives on technology and situate my study in 

relation to them, I outlined a trajectory from more deterministic views of technology to a 

socio-technical perspective, but recognised the continued influence of more 

deterministic theories such as the Media Richness Theory. The distinction has been 

sharply drawn both in my arguments above and in Suchman’s (1987, 2007), 

Orlikowski’s (2007) and Leonardi’s (2009) work. But perhaps they should be seen more 

as continuum in which I position my study within the socio-technical perspective. I do so 

because this perspective emphasises the influence of context and individual, situated 

needs of users in deciding whether, how and for what purposes to use particular 

technology.  

In relation to my research aims on employee identity in the semi-dispersed 

work context of HR Consult, the socio-technical perspective adopted seems to imply that 

organisational technologies are used by employees to build and sustain relations which 

support and confirm their particular way of being consultant’s at HR Consult, i.e. their 

professional identities. But aside from the appropriation of technology as a means for 

sustaining identities, technology is also a necessary mediator of communication and 
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collaboration in semi-dispersed work contexts. In the following section I therefore look 

at findings from the past fifteen years of research on how dispersed work affects 

communication generally and knowledge communication in particular. 

 Case studies indicating challenges for communication in semi-dispersed 
work contexts 

In the previous section, I argued that current theorisies about ICTs in seem to have two 

co-existing perceptions of technology. One which is based on the assumption that there 

is direct relation between the technology adopted and how users can and will use that 

technology, and another view which is based on the assumption that users will 

appropriate technologies based on their own needs and sensemaking about a given 

technology. In this section, I shift the focus to a practice perspective on the challenges of 

communicating knowledge in semi-dispersed work contexts. I do so through a review of 

work place case studies of how dispersed teams communicate knowledge.   

I build on a systematically collected corpus of literature on dispersed teams as 

an entry point for understanding the challenges faced when working in dispersed work 

contexts. The details of how the corpus of articles were selected can be found in 

Appendix A, while Appendix B lists the papers included in the review. The identification 

of challenges and successes of teams and sectors described in this corpus of articles will 

be used as a background for the discussion of perceptions of knowledge (section 2.3), 

identity (section 2.4) and relationships (section 2.5). It will also offer a theoretical and 

practice oriented background for comparison with the findings I present in chapter 5.   

I’ll start by reviewing literature that looks at communication in semi-dispersed 

teams to examine what current research suggests for improving communication 

practices in semi-dispersed work contexts. These communication processes can be seen 

as a prerequisite for employees to build both a shared sense of identity and an 

awareness of the different knowledge domains and expertises within the team. While 

this section focuses mainly on reviewing challenges to communication in semi-dispersed 

work contexts, the next section (2.2.3) shifts the focus to the challenge of knowing who-

knows-what in a semi-dispersed work context.  

The literature on dispersed and semi-dispersed teams indicates that the semi-

dispersed work context itself is challenging to communication. For example Bosch-

Sijtsema, Fruchter, Vartiainen, and Ruohomaki (2011) and Golden and Raghuram (2010) 

provide evidence that tasks are perceived as more ambiguous in dispersed teams than in 

co-located teams. Part of the reason may be that when team members are not co-located, 
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communication does not arise naturally, as it does in a co-located setting where 

employees constantly meet and interact in both formal and informal contexts. Hence 

dispersion requires a more explicit and intentional focus on communication than in co-

located teams. This intentional focus can be achieved by building a rhythm of frequent 

communication in the semi-dispersed team (Malhotra, Majchrzak, & Rosen, 2007; Oshri, 

Kotlarsky, & Willcocks, 2007; Rezgui, 2007; Rosen, et al., 2007; Scott, 2013; Suchan & 

Hayzak, 2001). By ‘communication rhythm’, these researchers refer to a formalised and 

regular interaction between the team members combining synchronous (such as 

telephone calls, video conferencing or face to face meetings) with asynchronous 

channels (such as email and intranet). Formalised and frequent opportunities for 

communication help semi-dispersed teams structure team communications. By 

‘formalised’ I refer to a formally agreed structure which has been decided by the team 

early in the team life cycle and which is occasionally subjected to review by the team. 

The purpose of this communication rhythm is not only to focus on knowledge sharing 

about team tasks, but can help the team focus on problems before they escalate by 

specifically addressing any interpersonal issues in the team (Jain, Poston, & Simon, 

2011; Piri, Niinimaki, & Lassenius, 2012). Furthermore, Piri et al. (2012) found that lack 

of communication between team members may lead to negative sensemaking, because 

team members may start constructing negative perceptions about others’ abilities and 

commitment to the team. This negative sensemaking may give rise to 

misunderstandings (Scott, 2013). Findings from Suh and Shin (Suh & Shin, 2010) 

suggest that frequent communication may also boost motivation, which is supported by 

Scott’s (2013) case where the team leader’s strategy of very structured and frequent 

communication seemed to ignite a team spirit and build a foundation for mutual 

understanding. The case examined by Scott shows some of the practices which can help 

teams overcome the challenges of dispersion, such as a lack of shared identity. The next 

paragraph elaborates on the practices identitfied by Scott (2013). 

Scott (2013) shows how organisational practices and rituals can help overcome 

the challenge of a semi-dispersed organisational context. First of all, the case she studied 

emphasised the importance of rituals in structuring team communication; the team had 

a daily communication practice of briefly meeting in a video conference to discuss the 

previous day’s work, and a monthly 3 hour conference to discuss and agree on the next 

months’ work. This is the most elaborate and closely described case of communication 

rhythm in the selection of 55 articles I examined. By setting up a regular structure of 

when and for what purposes to meet, this communication helps setup a ritualised 
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practice which helps build team commitment. Secondly, the communication rituals in 

Scott’s (2013) case helped establish a common ground for identification and shared 

understanding between team members, which is often difficult to establish in virtual 

teams (Casey, 2010; Drouin, Bourgault, & Gervais, 2010; Dubé & Robey, 2009; Filstad & 

Gottschalk, 2010; Oshri, et al., 2007; Piri, et al., 2012; Rezgui, 2007; Rosen, et al., 2007; 

Suchan & Hayzak, 2001). Communication frequency should not stand alone, however. 

Rico, Alcover, Sanchez-Manzanares, and Gil (2009) use the concept ‘substantive 

communications’ to describe communication which is detailed and elaborate, and finds 

that it facilitates easier conflict handling. 

To sum up, frequent and formalised opportunities for communication, both 

about task progress and any interpersonal challenges in the team have been consistently 

found to be a prerequisite for effective work in semi-dispersed work contexts. The 

ongoing commitments of team members in other projects and teams (which the thesis 

introduction in chapter 1 identified as a current tendency) makes this requirement all 

the more important as a means to ensure that team members are aware of different 

levels of commitment among team members. Through a frequent communication 

rhythm dispersed teams can also start to build knowledge of each other’s different 

abilities and competencies, i.e. knowing who-knows-what in the team. This knowledge 

about who knows what is the focus of the next section. 

 The importance of communicating knowing who-knows-what in semi-
dispersed work contexts 

Communicating complex knowledge through ICT can be slow (Paul, 2006), and sharing 

complex knowledge is challenging between parties with little mutual understanding and 

previous interaction, so-called weak ties (Granovetter, 1973; Hansen, 1999). To suggest 

possibilities for overcoming both these challenges, this section will review the impact of 

knowledge about who knows what in the team, or in other words meta-knowledge 

about others’ expertises, which ensures that each team member can focus on what they 

do well, and that they know who to ask when a challenge lies outside their own 

knowledge domain. In relation to the semi-dispersed work context, the multi-team 

commitments and lack of shared physical organisational context challenges the 

acquisition of this knowledge. However, meta-knowledge of who knows what can be 

seen as particularly useful for employees in semi-dispersed work contexts, because it 

allows complex knowledge work to be carried out locally by team members with special 

competencies within a specific, specialised domain, and the coordination of tasks and 

the resolution of interpersonal issues can be carried out globally in ICT mediated 
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communication. So my focus in this section is not so much on communicating domain-

specific professional knowledge, but to focus on the need for dispersed teams to build on 

the different areas of knowledge expertise within their team.   

But first, as a background for the findings in case studies of semi-dispersed 

teams, I’ll briefly review the theory developed by Wegner (1986). Wegner (1986) 

analysed of how humans use knowledge about who knows what in a group to coordinate 

groups tasks. He called this theory Transactive Memory Systems (TMS in the following). 

Wegner’s (1996) TMS theory was originally conceived as a model of how human’s in a 

closely connected network tend to divide knowledge domains, so that knowledge of 

what the others in the network know can substitute for knowledge which an individual 

does not possess him-/herself. Through this co-ordination of knowledge domains a 

group can know more than any individual, and the individual can focus on maintaining 

and specialising in their own knowledge domain. A TMS can both be informal, i.e. held 

personally in the mind of each group member, or formalised, i.e. codified into a 

computer database, or a combination of the two. Although Wegner (1986) developed 

TMS to describe the coordination of knowledge domains in dyadic private relationships, 

Andrea Hollingshead (2000) showed that TMS is also a property of work relationships in 

organisational teams and serves as a basis for allocation of knowledge responsibilities.. 

Although experiments were conducted with teams of business students, they may be 

generalisable to professional settings. In her experiments, she found that colleagues who 

shared knowledge domains had a higher tendency to seek knowledge outside their own 

knowledge domains, but had lesser capacity for knowledge retention than colleagues 

with diverse knowledge domains. The latter could focus on retaining knowledge within 

their own domain. This has implications for employees working together in semi-

dispersed work contexts, because it suggests that cross-functional teams may be able to 

retain and apply knowledge more effectively than teams working within the same 

knowledge domain. But this requires knowledge of which domains of knowledge other 

team members hold, and communication about how the diversity in the team can be 

leveraged for the advantage of the team. This argument is supported by Hollingshead 

and Brandon (2003) who found the teams of business student teams in which the 

members know each other well have a higher capacity for leveraging the advantage of 

diversity in knowledge domains. They argue that the reason is probably that knowing 

who knows what provides knowledge about which knowledge domain you need to focus 

on retaining yourself and which knowledge domain you can expect others in the 
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network to take responsibility for maintaining. Similarly, Wegner (1986) found the 

effect of TMS highest in close private relations where the parties know each other well. 

TMS theory seemed relevant to the findings in 23 of the 55 papers I examined as 

part of the literature review. In these 23 papers, knowing who knows what in the team 

was either important for the teams’ success, or the lack of such knowledge was cited as 

partial cause for team failure.6 The lack of co-location may make explicit building of 

mutual TMS knowledge of who knows what even more useful than in co-located teams 

where employees tend to have more informal opportunities to get to know each other’s 

competencies. This argument does not imply that a focus on TMS could not have been 

relevant for the teams in the remaining 32 papers, merely that the remaining papers in 

the corpus did not provide case descriptions detailed enough to establish whether this is 

so.  

Oshri, et al. (2008) argue that combining a codified and personalised directory 

of individual abilities and traits facilitates a mutual understanding and easier knowledge 

sharing. However, Oshri, et al. (2008) also points to the “stickiness of information” 

within local contexts, and they found that localised work routines and differences in 

abilities and technical infrastructure may challenge the exchange of knowledge in 

dispersed contexts. This supports my argument in chapter 1 that the challenge lies more 

in the lack of mutual knowledge and relationships in a semi-dispersed work context, and 

less in the mediation of ICT. An understudied proposition is whether a well-functioning 

TMS may allow team members to divide tasks more efficiently, by allowing completion 

of sub-tasks within local contexts where a particular expertise is located, followed by 

sharing and combination of the completed sub-tasks. This could reduce the need to 

share more complex knowledge, which Hansen (1999) found to be more difficult to 

share among ‘weak ties’, that is relations who do not know each other well and who do 

not interact regularly (Hansen, 1999). I return to the advantages of weak and strong ties 

in the discussion of relationship theory (section 2.5).  

                                                        

6 In seven papers TMS theory was used explicitly, these were: (Abrams, Cross, Lesser, & Levin, 2003; 
Akgun, Byrne, Keskin, Lynn, & Imamoglu, 2005; Chen, Li, Clark, & Dietrich, 2013; Lai & Burchell, 2008; 
Oshri, van Fenema, & Kotlarsky, 2008; Robertson, Gockel, & Brauner, 2013; Rosen, et al., 2007). In fifteen 
other papers knowing-who knows what was important to the success of the teams studied or lack of such 
knowledge was part of the failure of a team, but they did not use TMS theory explicitly. These fifteen 
papers are: (Breu & Hemingway, 2004; Daim, et al., 2011; Drouin, et al., 2010; Dubé & Robey, 2009; Filstad 
& Gottschalk, 2010; Lin, Chiu, Joe, & Tsai, 2010; Malhotra, et al., 2007), 29, 30 (M. Mortensen & Neeley, 
2012; Nyström & Asproth, 2013; Piri, et al., 2012; Rezgui, 2007; Staples & Webster, 2008; Suchan & 
Hayzak, 2001) 

 



 

40 

 The use of technology to exacerbate interpersonal issues in semi-dispersed 
work contexts 

Dispersed teams experience the same problems that co-located teams do - only worse, 

as Lipnack and Stamps (2000) argue. McNair and Paretti (2010) provide a specific 

example of how the mediation of technology can be used as a tool to exacerbate a power 

hierarchy in a semi-dispersed team. Their findings demonstrate how technologies are 

appropriated by users to support the users’ own agenda, and they show that this 

appropriation of technology by users is not necessarily in the best interest of the team. 

McNair and Paretti (2010) thereby provide evidence of the relevence of the socio-

technical perspective on a semi-dispersed work context (see section 2.2.1). Their paper 

provides a detailed analysis of a dispersed team meeting via videoconferencing in a 

cross-Atlantic semi-dispersed team of engineers. Four members are dispersed across 

Europe, while the fourteen US members are co-located in the U.S. office. The meeting is 

hosted by the American office.  The purpose is to reach consensus on a choice between 

two models for mathematically determining stress and strain on a consumer product.  

The US members are co-located with the project manager, who controls the PowerPoint 

presentation broadcasted to all members. Control over the videoconferencing system 

also means that the U.S. team members are in control of who is being heard through the 

videoconferencing system. Each time the European members of the team disagree, they 

are directed to the arguments presented on the slides. Yet, they don’t have the technical 

advantage of being able to deliver slides themselves to back up their argumentation. Nor 

can they participate in side conversations which might back up the Europeans 

perspectives. In the end, ‘consensus’ is reached because the Europeans are overpowered 

and ‘out-informationed’ by the dominant US team members, thus laying the groundwork 

for future problems in the interaction between the EU and US members of this dispersed 

team. Even worse, potential problems with the product may not be solved, since the 

outcome of the meeting does not necessarily reflect the expertise of all the team 

participants, or the best possible solution.  

Cases such as the one described above demonstrate that users appropriate 

technologies for their own purposes, and that these may not always be in the best 

interest of the team or the task at hand. This suggests a need to understand how 

management and organisational culture can be used to cultivate a team climate which 

supports rather than hinders ICT relationship building and knowledge sharing. Some of 

these strategies seem self-evident, but the dispersed team context seems to make them 

all the more important. For example, the case studied by Suchan and Hayzak (2001) 
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suggests that reward systems favouring individual achievement over team achievement 

encourages knowledge hoarding. ‘Knowledge hoarding’ refers to a tendency among 

employees to hold on to their own knowledge, and not share it with others out of fear 

that the employee will not profit from communicating the knowledge in the reward 

system of the organisation. Thus individual reward systems can be detrimental to 

collaboration in semi-dispersed teams due to their implied encouragement of 

knowledge hoarding. Reward systems based on team efforts, on the other hand, can 

foster knowledge sharing and employee mentoring in their research context (Suchan & 

Hayzak, 2001).   

 The next section focuses more explicitly on organisational case studies which 

question the generalisability of the findings suggesting that dispersion necessarily 

presents a barrier to communication and relationship building. 

 Studies questioning the intuitive assumptions that ICT mediation inhibits 
communication 

That some organisational contexts may be more conducive to collaboration despite the 

challenges of working across boundaries seems evident from the cases studied by Al-

Ani, et al. (2011); Assudani (2011) and (Scott, 2013). Key characteristics of these three 

cases seems to be firstly an employee attitude, i.e. ‘sensemaking’ (Weick 1995, 2001), 

characterised by commitment to not only the task at hand, but to their individual areas 

of expertise. Secondly, the three cases are characterised by teams who have knowledge 

of and respect for the other team members areas of expertise, i.e. a well-functioning 

TMS. A well-functioning TMS supported by trust between members thus seems evident 

from all three case descriptions, even if TMS and trust were not explicitly studied by the 

authors. Thirdly, the employee sensemaking and TMS seem to go hand in hand with a 

leadership focusing not only on leading the project tasks, but in facilitating 

communication about the strengths and abilities of the different team members. Thus 

leadership in the three cases was focused on supporting the TMS within the team, 

thereby also fostering trust in the other team members’ competencies, and a sense of 

team identity. This type of leadership support seems to build a positive employee 

attitude leading to ICT use supporting effective team work.  

Thus, the findings from the studies by Al-Ani, et al. (2011), Assudani (2011) and 

Scott (2013) seem to contradict findings indicating that a dispersed work context is 

necessarily problematic. These studies thereby provide counter-intuitive evidence to the 

expectation that dispersed teams should necessarily experience more problems than co-
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located teams, as argued by Lipnack and Stamps (2000). The counter-intuitive examples 

of highly effective semi-dispersed teams in the studies by Al-Ani, et al. (2011), Assudani 

(2011) and Scott (2013) can be seen as critical cases of how organisations can build 

more effective semi-dispersed teams.  

The next section starts by arguing for a different kind of leadership in semi-

dispersed organisations and then focuses more explicitly on the key characteristics of 

the successful dispersed teams described above. I then argue for the possibility of 

building more effective dispersed teams, which I term ‘knowledge teams’ based on these 

characteristics and the more self-manged style of leadership presented first in the 

section. 

 Shifting perspective from organisationally designed dispersed teams to 
autonomous knowledge teams 

The review of communication challenges in semi-dispersed contexts (section 2.2.2) 

showed that a lack of mutual knowledge in semi-dispersed work contexts can lead to 

negative sensemaking among employees. This is a strong justification for organisational 

support for building mutual TMS and a sense of community across distance. However, 

these dispersed networks may not arise through corporate decisions; rather, they may 

require a different kind of leadership than in co-located settings. Wenger, McDermott, 

and Snyder (2002) see the leadership required to support communities in disperse 

organisations as so different from leadership in co-located settings that that leadership 

in the traditional sense does not apply. Instead they suggest the word stewardship. 

‘Stewardship’ implies support for employee committment through identifying and 

encouraging the strong networkers in the organisation, both within the local 

communities and the networkers bridging geographically dispersed parts of the 

organisation. Stewardship also implies a higher degree of support and respect for the 

employee autonomy needed to establish shared identities and relationships strong 

enough to support the knowledge communication practices of the knowledge team.  

The reward may be high performing knowledge teams which are able to 

successfully communicate knowledge across a dispersed, global organisation, as seen in 

some of the more recent studies of successful virtual teams (Al-Ani, et al., 2011 ; 

Assudani, 2011; Scott, 2013 ). Scott’s (2013) case of a successful dispersed team also 

emphasises the continued need to focus on frequent communication to build knowledge 

about what others in the team know and are doing to move the project forward. But the 

purpose of knowing who knows what is not for everyone to have the same knowledge, 
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but to recognise the different domains of knowledge both within the team and across the 

wider networks and communities in the organisation. In ideal cases this could facilitate 

what I term knowledge teams. Knowledge teams are characterised by their ability to 

utilise the different domains of expertise both within and beyond the team to solve their 

tasks. I suggest that ‘knowledge teams’ require a particular type of professional identity 

by team members. I term this the ‘knowledge team’ identity, and the analysis of the 

characteristics of this identity is the focus of chapter 5 of the thesis. For the present I’ll 

elaborate on the characteristics of a ‘knowledge team’ by building on existing theory.   

Faraj and Sproull (2000) define the term ‘knowledge team’ broadly to mean any 

team whose work is essentially about creating knowledge, which is the case for the 

software development teams they study. They argue that: 

members need to develop a common language for describing tasks, 

assignments, roles, and location of expertise. Knowing the area of 

expertise of other team members serves an important integrative and 

coordinative function by stressing metaknowledge about expertise 

location. (p. 1556) 

This metaknowledge of knowledge location is what Wegner (1986) terms TMS. 

Faraj and Sproull cite studies showing increased performance in teams which 

intentionally build a TMS in the team. However, the definition of ‘knowledge team’ in 

Faraj and Sproull (2000) is so broad that the definition would include all teams in the 

service sector under the label ‘knowledge teams’, which seems to make the term 

redundant. Instead, I propose a narrower definition of ‘knowledge team’ as a team which 

is focused not only on achieving team goals, but which is also focused on developing 

their knowledge domain, and their ability to use their networks in the organisation to 

find the knowledge competencies they need to solve their tasks. The focus on developing 

knowledge, makes ‘knowledge teams’ similar to Communities of Practice (see section 

2.3.7). 

Faraj and Yan (2009) cite findings showing that teams with the ability to build 

on the extended network beyond the team perform better. However, in a team which 

relies on competencies of colleagues outside the team, a continued challenge to the 

effective communication of knowledge is the establishment of team boundaries. As 

argued by Faraj and Yan (2009), the challenge of establishing team boundaries is not 

unique to knowledge teams. Their study of team boundaries showed that most teams 

disagreed on who was part of the team. This tendency towards fuzzy team boundaries 
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may be exacerbated in a ‘knowledge team’ who rely more on competencies outside the 

team. But Faraj and Yan (2009) argue that the ability to build on competencies outside 

the team requires a sense of ‘psychological safety’ to allow outside knowledge into the 

team: 

“the essential problem for a team is to create boundaries that are porous 

enough to allow resources and information in but resistant enough to avoid 

uncertainty about who is on the team and whether these members are 

accountable for its collective outcomes.” (p. 604) 

The notion of psychological safety connects with the trust theories presented in 

section 2.5.2 (p. 87) where trust is defined as willingness to be exposed to vulnerability. 

A willingness to be exposed to vulnerability can be seen as an expression of a sense of 

psychological safety.  This implies that a sense of psychological safety in a knowledge 

team is a sign of a high level of trust in such teams.  

Although I introduce the notion of ‘knowledge teams’, as a theoretical 

contribution of the thesis, it should be noted that Ng, Jee, and Anuar (2012) also use the 

concept ‘knowledge team’ though without defining it. Instead they provide a reference 

to Koufteros, Vonderembse, and Doll (2001) who do not use the term ‘knowledge team’, 

but study cross-functional engineering teams. While cross-functionality itself may not be 

enough to warrant the term ‘knowledge team’, Koufteros, et al. (2001) also argue that 

the cross-functional teams they study can provide a “mechanism for capturing learning”. 

While this claim may need both theorising and empirical evidence to be supported, the 

ability of an organisation to capture the learning of knowledge teams does seem 

important, if difficult to achieve.  

Teams with similar characteristics as they ones described above for ‘knowledge 

teams’ can also be found in the literature on virtual teams, although they are rare. One 

example can be found in the book chapter by Armstrong and Peter (2002) who  

observed teams who “worked against the incentive plan, the financial control systems, 

and the priorities of their own local line management for the larger good of the account” 

(p. 188). Though Armstrong and Peter (2002) do not address knowledge specifically, the 

case description is detailed enough to show that the individual knowledge domains of 

each team member are combined and transformed in interaction with both the 

knowledge embedded in their own organisation and in the client organisation. Thereby 

the team ensures a high level of client satisfaction. 
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In this knowledge transformation process, the team does not mind going against 

the grain of the organisational strategy, according to Armstrong and Peter (2002). To 

make sense of the (in their organisational context) unorthodox behaviour, the teams 

observed by Armstrong and Peter (2002) justify their behaviour by referring to 

“customer satisfaction and loyalty” (p. 188). ‘Loyalty’ here refers to the willingness of 

the client to continue to use the team and their parent organisation for future projects. 

Armstrong and Peter (2002) point out that such teams are rare, but that an interesting 

feature of such teams is their ability to "pull on the very bones of the organisation, 

straining the existing systems rather than being overcome by them" (p.189). 

So by challenging the organisational status quo, ‘knowledge teams’ seem to be 

able to shake and shift the discourses or cultures within the organisation, thereby 

contradicting findings suggesting that teams are “fragile social structures that lose when 

placed in opposition to the dominant cultural forces” (Hackman, J. (2000) cited in 

Armstrong & Peter, 2002, p. 189). This capacity for temporarily driving organisational 

change and overcoming inertia in the organisation is the reason organisations should 

pay attention to such teams when they emerge and start challenging the organisational 

status quo. If the organisation is able to realign systems, measures, objectives and talent 

management to support the knowledge team and its strategic objectives, these teams 

may be potential sources of innovation and organisational evolution.  

To sum up, I introduce the concept ‘knowledge teams’, to distinguish them from 

organisationally formed dispersed teams which often exhibit challenges in 

communicating knowledge within the team, building team relationships and 

establishing a team identity. ‘Knowledge teams’ on the other hand can be seen as an 

emerging type of autonomous, dispersed teams with the ability use their professional 

networks to support their practice of transforming organisational knowledge, and 

question existing discourses in the organisation. To explore in more detail what I mean 

when I focus on knowledge in ‘knowledge teams’ and how the notion of focusing on the 

account in the quote from Armstrong and Cole, I explore theories of knowledge and 

learning in section 2.3. But first the next section will discuss the socio-technical 

perspective on the semi-dispersed work context in the light of Weick’s sensemaking 

theory. 
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 Discussion of sensemaking in relation to the socio-technical perspective on 
the semi-dispersed work context 

Weick’s perspective on sensemaking as an intuitive response to the interplay between 

ecological change and selective interpretation of that change seems to be aligned with 

Suchman’s (1987) perspective on situated planning. Suchman (1987) argues that 

planning is most often a retrospective process which often occurs after action to justify 

decisions already made.  Similarly, enactment in Weick’s model can be seen as action in 

response to a situation. This enactment is decided on the go and in retrospect, based on 

existing mental model or ‘retention’ (Weick, 1995). These mental models are then 

updated in response to the outcome of the newly enacted environment. Orlikowski 

(1992) similarly demonstrates the situatedness of technology use by showing how ICT is 

appropriated according to the immediate needs and purposes of the user, rather than 

the expectations of designers or decision makers. Therefore, the impact of a technology 

on a user cannot be predicted by programmers and designers, because the impact and 

use of a technology will be influenced equally by four factors: the affordances of the 

technology; the context in which the technology is used; the users’ sensemaking about 

the technology; and the current, situated needs of the users. 

The current, situated needs of the user and the retention (identity and past 

experiences in Weick’s theory of sensemaking, see section 2.1) can be seen as mental 

models which govern how users appropriate ICT in an organisational context. In the 

context of this thesis, ‘mental models’ can be seen as idiosyncratic perceptions of 

technology and as values underlying professional identities, which together with the 

selective interpretation of the ‘changing ecology’ make up ‘retention’ in Weick’s model. 

Because technology use can be seen as being guided as much by the immediate needs 

and existing mental models of the user, employee practices may not live up to corporate 

expectations about how ICTs are used, because corporate decisions may not be 

immediately reconcilable with employee sensemaking about the corporate ICTs. That 

this argument is grounded in practice as much as in theory can be seen in Leonardi’s 

(2009) study of the reasons why employees neglect to use corporate ICT infrastructure 

in the form of intranets. Leonardi’s (2009) findings show how joint sensemaking among 

users strongly influences whether users will adopt or reject new technologies, thereby 

extending Orlikowski’s and Suchman’s theories by showing the impact of sensemaking 

on how technologies are appropriated by employees. 

 For the study of knowledge communication in organisational settings, the 

findings from the literature on semi-dispersed teams have two implications. Firstly, ICT 
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seems to be a given mediator of most knowledge communication in current 

organisational settings. Secondly, the impact of this ICT mediation seems to be 

determined, or “structurated” in Orlikowski’s (2007) terminology, as much by the 

preferences, needs and interpersonal relations of the users, as by the affordances of the 

ICTs used. This means that organisations need to both lead and listen to employee 

sensemaking about the ICTs implemented in their organisation. But it also means that 

ICTs need not necessarily be an inhibitor of organisational knowledge communication, if 

ICT affordances and positive joint sensemaking about these affordances go hand in hand. 

 

In relation to the findings from the literature on semi-dispersed teams, it seems 

clear that the knowledge teams discussed build their successful semi-dispersed teams 

using ICTs similar to those used by more unsuccessful teams. Therefore, it seems that it 

is not in ICTs the challenge lies, but in the sensemaking about the ICTs, and in the sense 

of shared identity and mutual trust built among semi-dispersed team members. 

Therefore, the analysis of the participants’ use of ICTs in this thesis will emphasise 

analysis of their sensemaking process rather than the specific technologies they use. 

Thereby, the analysis will show how mental models of employees are changed by the 

semi-dispersed work context through employee appropriation of ICT to support their 

perception of knowledge, identity and relationships. The next three sections (2.3, 2.4 

and 2.5) are devoted to theories about each of these central concepts.  

2.3 Building a vocabulary for describing perceptions of knowledge 
and organisational knowledge communication practices 

 “Who knows useful things, not many things, is wise”  

– Aeschylus, Fragment 218, Stobaeus Anthology cited in (Aeschylus, 2000) 

 

This section extends concepts from knowledge management into a Weickian perspective 

in which professional identities and the values underlying that identity shape and 

influence the types of knowledge perceived as useful7. This understanding of knowledge 

in professional contexts builds on a view of knowledge as evolutionary rather than 

static. Evolutionary here refers to the perception that knowledge changes and evolves as 

                                                        

7 ‘Usefulness’ will be defined in this introduction. The list of terminology, definitions, and analytical 
application in Appendix E summarises this definition. 
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it is reproduced among knowers, between groups, encoded in objects as diverse as 

documents, emails, conversations. Even computer hardware can be seen as knowledge 

objects encoded with the highly specialised knowledge of computer designers and 

engineers, albeit a highly codified knowledge which is difficult to decode even by 

specialists. Yet even knowledge encoded into the computer as a physical object can be 

de-coded to a degree allowing competitors in the market to produce very similar 

computers, tablets, smartphones, etc.  

The purpose of this section is two-fold: firstly, to position the study within 

knowledge management literature which seems divided into a more cognitivist tradition 

tending towards viewing knowledge as mainly static and mainly a property of the mind; 

and a more constructionist tradition tending towards viewing knowledge as dynamic 

and evolutionary and a property of communication and interaction in communities of 

knowers. The second purpose is to build a vocabulary in the form of theoretical concepts 

for describing the knowledge communication practices constructed by participants in 

their interview statements. Appendix E summarises these concepts with brief 

definitions and how each concept was used to analyse the data. With regard to the 

second purpose, this section can therefore be seen as providing the theoretical 

foundation for answering research question 1 on employee perceptions of knowledge.  

The trajectory in the knowledge management literature could be argued to be a 

shift in the perception of what ‘useful knowledge’ is. In this sense the knowledge 

management debate in the 20th century seems to have been foreshadowed by Aeschylus’ 

2500 year old quote introducing this section. This trajectory of knowledge management 

theory in the latter half of the 20th century can be seen as shifting from a focus on a need 

for more information and the Internet as the “information superhighway”, to Tsoukas & 

Vladimirou’s (2001) argument that information only becomes knowledge if it is attached 

to a human knower. The notion of knowledge usefulness can also be seen in the article 

by Raab, Ambos, and Tallman (2014) defining effective knowledge sharing as : “the 

availability of the right knowledge at the right time” (P.33). But what the ‘right’ or useful 

knowledge is, depends on the perception of the knower, the context and tasks at hand, 

and seems to be a rather more fuzzy concept than the quote by Raab et al. suggests. This 

thesis extends the knowledge management perspective by building on the sensemaking 

perspective (see section 2.1) to argue that the perception of knowledge usefulness 

depends on the knower or communities of knowers. Elaborating of the evolutionary 

metaphor of knowledge presented earlier in this section, Heylighen {, 1993 #6324} 

argues that only knowledge adapted to fit to a particular environment of knowers will 
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be reproduced in that environment. So the evolutionary metaphor for knowledge can be 

seen as resting on the argument that knowledge survival depends on it’s reproduction 

(i.e. communication) between knowers who find the knowledge both valid and 

applicable within that specific environment, and the ability of that knowledge to be 

adapted and applied within other environments . This evolutionary perspective on 

knowledge fits with Teun Van Dijk’s (2005) definition of knowledge as: 

“Shared beliefs satisfying the specific (epistemic) criteria of an (epistemic) 

community. … Each community, or historical moment of a community, has its 

own criteria that allow members to establish that some beliefs are treated and 

shared as knowledge, wheras others are not” (Van Dijk, 2005, p. 73) 

 I adopt Van Dijk’s definition of knowledge here, because it shares Weick’s 

insight that human beings do not perceive the world as it is, but through the filter of 

their simultaneously individual and social identities and experiences. This is reflected 

both in the notion of “belief” which only gains status as knowledge through the 

“(epistemic) community”. Knowledge as a property of a community can be seen 

representing, firstly, a dynamic view of knowledge, because knowledge changes 

depending on which community adopts it and for which purposes. This links Van Dijk’s 

(2005) definition to the notion of ‘usefulness’ of knowledge as a (inter-)subjective 

quality of knowledge, as in “useful for whom” and “useful for which purposes”. Secondly, 

perceiving knowledge as a property of communities can be seen as a relational view of 

knowledge, because the forms and applications of knowledge depends on the relations 

within the (epistemic) community, and the same knowledge may be perceived 

differently and applied differently by a different (epistemic) community. 

 Because the perception of knowledge as ‘useful’ can be seen as differing 

depending on the perception of the individual or depending on the social groups the 

individual identifies with, ‘perceptions of knowledge’ became the focus point of research 

question 1.  

To provide an overview of the structure of the section, I will start by reviewing 

theories of knowledge concepts which theorise ‘knowledge’ as mainly static by using 

vocabulary which describes knowledge states rather that processes (section 2.3.1). I 

contrast these concepts with one of the simultaneously most prominent and most 

criticised knowledge management theories of the 1990s, Nonaka & Takeuchi’s (1995) 

SECI model which can be seen as a dynamic view of knowledge, building on the notion 

that organisations can only be successful if they continually transform and combine 
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knowledge thereby creating new knowledge. Their model of organisational knowledge 

creation builds on Polanyi’s (1966) seminal theories of knowledge having ‘tacit’ and 

‘explicit’ dimensions. It is the use of Polanyi’s concepts which has sparked considerable 

critique of Nonaka and Takeuchi’s SECI model; Polanyi’s (1966) theory of knowledge 

and the critique of the SECI model will be presented in section 2.3.3).  

Nonaka’s revisions of the model in the light of this criticism will be presented in 

section 2.3.4, after which I present the reservations with which the SECI model is 

adopted in the thesis as a vocabulary for describing knowledge communication practices 

and perceptions of knowledge at HR Consult (section 2.3.5). Because I build on theories 

describing all knowledge as simultaneously tacit and explicit, section 2.3.6 introduces 

the concepts of ‘complexity’ and ‘codifiability’ as concepts to describe a third dimension 

of knowledge beyond tacit and explicit. Section 2.3.7 links knowledge to identity and 

relationships through Wenger’s theory of Communities of Practice, or ‘CoP’ (Lave, 1991 

#3794)(Wenger, 1998 #2042;Wenger, 2002 #1292). Section 2.3.8 situates CoP theory in 

an organisational context through Storck & Hills’ ( 2000 #6626) theory of ‘strategic 

communities’. Finally, the knowledge theories presented in the chapter are discussed in 

the light of Weick’s sensemaking perspective (section 2.3.9). 

 Static concepts of knowledge 

This section focuses on theoretical concepts reflecting a perception of knowledge as 

static. This perception of knowledge will be contrasted with more dynamic perceptions 

of knowledge as a process in later sections. This section reviews and exemplifies two 

taxonomies for describing knowledge: Ryle’s (1949) distinction between ‘knowing how’ 

and ‘knowing that’, and Blackler’s (1995) distinction between knowledge as either 

‘embrained’, ‘embodied’, ‘embedded’ or ’encultured’. Although the two perceptions are 

distinctly different they can be mapped visually by using Nonaka’s & Takeuchi’s (1995) 

two dimensions of knowledge: the tacit-explicit dimension, and the personal-social 

dimension. This matrix is represented in Figure 2 (next page) and builds on the tacit-

explicit dimension which Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995) borrow from Polanyi (1966).  
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 For now, “tacit knowledge” (on the horizontal axis of Figure 2), refers to 

knowledge which can be difficult to articulate and which resides unvoiced within an 

individual or a group of individuals. ‘Explicit’ knowledge in Figure 2 refers to knowledge 

which has been encoded into language either verbally or in writing. The vertical axis in 

the model moving from personally held knowledge to socially held knowledge also 

builds on Nonaka & Takeuchi (1995) who argue that the success of an organisation is 

based on it’s ability to create new knowledge through processes of knowledge 

transformation among the four quadrants of Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2: Knowledge dimensions building on 
Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) 
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The distinction between ‘knowing how’ and ‘knowing that’ (Ryle, 1949, cited in 

Blackler, 1995) centres on two distinctive types of knowledge. On the one hand, knowing 

that entails the acquisition of information, e.g. I know that World War II ended in 1945. 

This example does not have a knowledge counterpart of the ‘know how’ type, but 

exemplifies what it means to ‘know that’. This knowledge claim is so ‘embrained’ 

(Blackler, 1995), that I do not know where it comes from. It is not knowledge I have 

because of something I have experienced. Yet I’m certain of this fact, and I am certain 

that if I ask any adult around me, they will confirm the fact. It seems to be what Searle 

(Searle, 1995) refers to as an Institutional fact, i.e. knowing something because we all 

agree that it is true. The knowledge claim is justified by social convention. This 

argument entails that knowing that, despite being known by an individual knower, 

requires social convention to be justified as a fact.  

A more complex example of knowing about, shows that not all knowing about is 

based on institutional fact. Example (2): “my car won’t start when it’s cold, probably 

because the battery needs to be replaced” (my example) This second example uses the 

causal coordinator “because” to combine two knowledge claims: (1) the knowledge that 

my car won’t start when the temperature is below 0°C, and (2) the knowledge that the 
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battery needs to be changed. These are both examples of knowledge about, but they 

differ in the justification basis for the knowledge claim, and in the location of the 

knowledge. The first knowledge claim may only be known by me, and is justified by my 

experience of numerous failures to start the car in cold weather and equally numerous 

experiences of successes when starting the car in higher temperatures. The process of 

pattern recognition and categorisation is a basic form of human learning (Bruner, 1957).  

i.e. a basic form of coming to know something. Knowledge claim (2) is again an example 

of knowing that based on institutional fact, a term used by Searle (Searle, 1969) to 

describe truths which are grounded in mutual agreement. Using my example (2), I know 

from indefinable sources that low battery capacity in a car battery can lead to failure to 

start in cold weather; this is an institutional fact. By using reason, I can establish a causal 

link between these two knowledge claims to deduct that I need to change the car’s 

battery.  

This chain of knowledge about my car does not, however, tell me how to change 

a car battery. ‘Know how’ relies on skill, and often involves combining ‘embodied’and 

‘embrained’ knowledge (both concepts from Blackler, 1995). For example, the senior 

mechanic will probably be able to change my battery faster than his apprentice. But not 

necessarily because has more embrained knowledge: the master and apprentice may 

have an almost equal theoretical understanding of how to change the battery, but the 

master has more ‘embodied’ knowledge. He has performed the task so many times that 

he can perform it with a level of intuition and ‘backbone knowledge’ that the apprentice 

may not yet have acquired. Similarly, a musician practices a difficult piece many times 

and slowly before being able to perform it quickly and apparently intuitively. This 

process of being able to intuitively perform a physical task can therefore be described as 

embodying the knowledge. The example of the musician also shows that knowledge is 

not static but, “living, situated and embedded” in practices and processes (Ditlevsen, 

2011). As a guitarist myself, I have even experienced that I sometimes lose the 

embrained knowledge of what a particular chord is called, because the process of 

embodying the knowledge of how to position the fingers to play the chord in quick 

succession with other chords has taken focus during weeks or months of rehearsing.  
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Figure 3 (below) situates know how and know that in relation to Nonaka and 

Takeuchi’s (1995) knowledge dimensions tacit-explicit (which I construct as the 

horizontal axis) and individual-social (which I construct as the vertical axis). This 

diagramme also includes Blackler’s (1995) concepts ‘embrained’, and ‘embodied’ used in 

the examples above. The circles indicate that the concepts span a continuum of the axes 

in the model, and the perforated borders signal that the boundaries are not fixed. There 

seems to be some overlap between the concepts.  

The knowledge concepts presented in the present section, however, all share an 

underrlying assumption of knowledge as static rather than dynamic, because they all 

suggest that knowledge can take a specific form, being, for example in an ‘embrained’ 

state. This seems to suggest a dichotomy between the subjective nature of more 

Figure 3: Static knowledge concepts, Ryle (1949) and Blackler (1995) 
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personally held, embrained knowledge, and the objective nature of socially held, 

encoded forms. However, it is precisely this perception of knowledge which Polanyi 

(1966) argued against when introducing the concepts ‘tacit’ and ‘explicit’ as inextricably 

connected aspects of all forms of knowledge. The more static descriptors of knowledge 

introduced in this section form a useful background for the discussion of Nonaka and 

Takeuchi’s SECI model which will be introduced in the next section before discussing the 

criticism against it (section 2.3.3) and Nonaka’s later revisions (section 2.3.4). 

Von Krogh (1998) argues that the current perspective on knowledge as a co-

creation and as an ongoing process rather than a static product is linked to an 

understanding of knowledge as having both a tacit and an explicit dimension. He 

attributes this distinction to Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995), though rightfully the 

concepts were coined by (Polanyi, 1966). The same mistake was made by Fong (2003), 

suggesting that there is a tendency in the knowledge management research community 

to adopt theoretical concepts uncritically. I now shift to a description of the Nonaka and 

Takeuchi’s knowledge creation model, both because I adopt the vocabulary of their 

model to describe the knowledge communication practices of the three prototypes in 

chapter 5, and because a description of their model is necessary before examining the 

criticism against the model and discussing this criticism in subsequent sections.  

 The SECI model as a vocabulary for describing knowledge as a dynamic 
process 

I will briefly describe Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) model of knowledge conversion in 

this section, and argue for how the four processes they discovered in their analyses of 

patterns of knowledge creation in Japanese organisations. Based on the debate about the 

model, presented in section 2.3.3 to 2.3.5, I will then argue that the SECI model built on 

these four processes could benefit from more theorising on the impact of identity and 

interpersonal processes of knowledge sharing (section 2.3.6). 

 

Nonaka and Takeuchi’s theories of the knowledge creating company are centred 

on their knowledge conversion model termed the ‘SECI model’ after the four knowledge 

conversion processes. The four processes are Socialisation, Externalisation, Combination 

and Internalisation, see table 1, and the explanation below the table. 
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Table 1: Knowledge conversion processes in Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995); 
Nonaka and Toyama (2005); Nonaka, Toyama, and Konno (2000); Nonaka and von 

Krogh (2009) 

 

Table 1 lists the four types of knowledge conversion processes in Nonaka and 

Takeuchi’s (1995) SECI model. The table provides brief definitions and examples to 

illustrate the concepts. Each of the four knowledge conversion processes in Table 1 

focus on the transformation of knowledge along the two dimensions introduced in 

relation to figure 2 and 3. These are the tacit- explicit and the personal-social dimension. 

‘Social’ should here be understood in the broadest form of the term as being shared by 

two or more individuals, so it can be seen as moving from individual to interpersonal, 

organisational and beyond. 

The tacit and the explicit dimension of knowledge should be seen as mutually 

interdependent. To illustrate this, Brown and Duguid (2000) argue that explicit 

knowledge is like the knowledge of a dictionary: it provides definitions of the meaning of 

words, but they do not tell you how to speak a language. It would seem that the 

dictionary is of no use if you do not already possess a tacit (silent) knowledge of 

speaking the language because the tacit knowledge provides you with knowledge of how 

the explicit knowledge of the dictionary should be applied in practice. As another 

illustration of the mutual dependency of the tacit and explicit dimensions of knowledge, 

Brown and Duguid (2000) argue that “trying to reduce one to the other is a little like 

trying to reduce a two-dimensional drawing to one dimension” (p. 134).  

Similarly, in defining tacit and explicit knowledge Nonaka & Takeuchi argue for 

a continuum between the two and argue that they are mutually dependent. Yet in their 

knowledge conversion model, tacit and explicit are separated into independent 

Knowledge conversion processes Definition Examples 

Socialisation Sharing of tacit, personal 
knowledge between two 
individuals 

Apprenticeship: learning a craft 
through close interaction and 
communication 

Externalisation Converting personal, tacit 
knowledge to explicit 
interpersonal knowledge 

Writing a “How-to” guide or 
manual. Using metaphors and 
illustrations to explain insights 
and intuitions 

Combination Combining explicit knowledge 
objects into new explicit 
knowledge 

Finance department combines 
financial reports of each 
department into the annual 
report of the company 

Internalisation Making explicit knowledge tacit 
through learning. 

Learning how to use intuitively, 
using a computer through use 
of a how-to guide. 
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knowledge conversion processes (see Table 1, previous page). In their model, they argue 

for a spiral starting with individually held, tacit knowledge, and use case studies to 

support their arguments for socialisation as a means to share tacitly held knowledge 

between individuals through the process of socialisation (see table 1, previous page).  

One of the key examples of socialisation is the construction of the Matsushita bread 

making machine (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). The challenge for Matsushita was to build 

a bread machine which could make bread that tasted as good as that made by hand by a 

professional baker. But the breakthrough didn’t come until an employee got the idea to 

spend considerable time with the master baker of a hotel famous for its bread. Nonaka 

and Takeuchi (1995) argue that this is an example of a socialisation process. Only 

through careful observation and practice of the same technique employed by the master 

baker did the engineer understand the tacitly held knowledge of the baker’s special 

kneading technique. Through the close, master-and-apprentice-like interaction between 

the master baker and the Matsushita employee, they were able to help each other to 

articulate the tacit knowledge of master baker’s kneading technique, thereby 

externalising it. By combining their different types of explicit knowledge both the master 

baker and the Matsuhita employee gained new insights, i.e. a learning process which 

Nonaka & Takeuchi term ‘internalisation’. 
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From this example it follows that the knowledge conversion theory of Nonaka & 

Takeuchi (1995) follows a spiralling motion starting with individually held, tacit 

knowledge. Nonaka & Takeuchi’s (1995) illustration of the four knowledge conversion 

processes is reproduced below in Figure 4.  

 

The arrows along the edge of Figure 4 indicate conversion of knowledge 

between the tacit and explicit dimensions. The spiral in the middle indicates that the 

processes is ideally ongoing in Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) vision of a knowledge 

creating company, and that it widens from the individual level to an interpersonal, 

organisational, and potentially inter-organisational level. They visualise this in another 

model, reproduced as Figure 5 (next page).  

  

Figure 4: The SECI model (Socialisation, Externalisation, Internalisation, 
Combination) (Nonaka, 2012) 
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Figure 5 emphasises the personal-social dimension by placing it as the 

horizontal axis moving from the individual to increasingly larger social circles beyond 

the interorganisational level. The widening of the funnel in Figure 5 illustrates that 

knowledge becomes more and more explicit as it moves towards larger social contexts, 

mimicking the widening of the spiral in Figure 5. Nonaka & Takeuchi differentiate 

between individual, group, organisation and interorganisation along this axis, which can 

be seen as increasingly large social groups. In this sense the personal-social axis adopted 

in my models (Figure 2 and 3) are intended to express the same content. The main 

difference between Figure 4 and Figure 5 seems to be that Nonaka and Takeuchi include 

this personal-social axis in Figure 5. Therefore the spiral from Figure 4 can be seen as 

widening from the individual through the interpersonal, organisational and 

interorganisational level and back again.  

Despite the emphasis on the dialectic relationship between personal and more 

interpersonal or institutionally held knowledge, Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) do not 

build a satisfactory theory of the interpersonal mechanisms influencing the flow of 

Figure 5: SECI model including individual-social dimension of  

knowledge (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995, p. 67) 
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knowledge by employees and between employees. Part of this gap can be seen as being 

addressed by Wenger’s (1998)  theory of Communities of Practice (section 2.2.7 and 

2.2.8) Later in the thesis this gap will be filled through a review of personal and social 

identity theory (section 2.3) and the interpersonal mechanisms of relationships (section 

2.4), thereby build the theoretical grounding to answer RQ2 and RQ3. The next section, 

however, will stay within the knowledge focus of section 2.2 and will review the 

criticism against the SECI model based on their use of ‘tacit’ and ‘explicit’ in the SECI 

model.  

 Criticism of the SECI model 

In this section, I review the criticism of Nonaka and his associates by building on Gerard 

(2001); Tsoukas (2004); and Virtanen (2010).8 This criticism has mainly been targeted 

at Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) use of the concepts ‘tacit’ and ‘explicit’. As mentioned 

earlier, ‘Tacit knowledge’ has been cited as “one of the most discussed concepts in the 

area of knowledge management” (Virtanen, 2010, introductory paragraph). This section 

examines the positions within the debate, and builds on the growing body of work 

arguing for a complex understanding of tacit  and explicit knowledge as a continuum 

where one will always contain an element of the other (e.g. Gerard, 2001; Tsoukas, 

2004; Virtanen, 2010). This recent literature contrasts with knowledge management 

literature primarily from the 1990s which has a more dichotomous ontological 

distinction between tacit and explicit knowledge. The primary source of this tendency in 

the 1990s seems to stem from Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) use of the concepts in the 

knowledge conversion processes (see Table 1 and Figure 4). Nonaka and Takeuchi’s 

(1995) theories of the knowledge creating company have had considerable impact on, 

within and beyond the field of knowledge management (more than 30.000 citations on 

Google Scholar). Because the conceptual distinction between tacit and explicit 

knowledge has been essential in describing my analyses of how employees at HR 

Consult make sense of their knowledge communication practices, I will discuss the 

concepts at some length.  

 The critique against the SECI model centres on the very notion of making tacit 

knowledge explicit, based on close readings of Polanyi’s original arguments for the 

concepts. Polanyi argued for a personal coefficient in all knowing which entails a fusion 

of personal and objective knowledge (Polanyi, 1966, p vii). In Polanyi’s theory all 

                                                        

8 When I refer to ‘Nonaka and his associates’, I use it as a shorthand for citing the following: (Nonaka & 
Takeuchi, 1995; Nonaka & Toyama, 2005; Nonaka, et al., 2000; Nonaka & von Krogh, 2009) 
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conscious acts have a tacit knowledge dimension (Virtanen, 2010). Consequently, the 

concept has a much wider application than the narrower focus in some knowledge 

management literature where tacit knowledge is described as context-specific know-

how (Brown & Duguid, 1998), or intuition and hunches (Nonaka, et al., 2000). 

Furthermore, Virtanen (2010) criticises the description in Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) 

of externalisation as a process of using figurative language to articulate what Nonaka 

and Takeuchi (1995) label intuition and insights. Virtanen argues that Nonaka and 

Takeuchi (1995) thereby imply that intuitions and hunches can be equated with tacit 

knowledge. It seems that verbalising intuitions does not seem particularly problematic, 

however. 

Virtanen cites the examples of explicit knowledge objects provided by Nonaka 

and associates, such as manuals, data and scientific formulae. These examples, Virtanen 

argues, suggests a separation between explicit and tacit knowledge: “the aim, after all, is 

to convert knowledge existing in a tacit form to more exploitable explicit forms.” 

(Virtanen, 2010, Epistemological Framework for the Idea of Explication of Tacit 

Knowledge, para. 2). Based on Polanyi’s writing, Virtanen (2010) argues for tacit and 

explicit as inseparable, co-existing in all knowledge forms, and argues that the tacit 

element of any knowledge can never be articulated, because it forms a subsidiary 

element to any conscious act, and according to Polanyi’s theory, the tacit, subsidiary 

element will change if put into focus. In other words, the explicit knowledge objects used 

as examples by Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995), such as manuals and scientific formulas, 

contain tacit presuppositions which are required to access the knowledge potential of 

the object. For example, highly specialised texts within a particular academic field may 

presuppose that the reader has the tacit knowledge of the field required to understand 

the text, and even then may require considerable learning effort to internalise the 

knowledge embedded in the object and apply it within the context of the knower.  

But it seems that Tsoukas’ (2007) statement that all knowledge requires a 

human knower goes too far in the criticism against the SECI model by not allowing for 

embedding of knowledge into knowledge objects, such as books and databases. Instead I 

would argue that for knowledge to be perceived as useful to a knower, it requires that 

the knower can see a potential for application of the relevant knowledge within their 

own situation. 

Virtanen (2010) goes as far as arguing that the knowledge management 

literature accepting the possibility of making tacit knowledge explicit rests on two 

conflicting epistemologies, the objectivist notion of explicit knowledge as objective and 
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easily transferable, and Polanyi’s epistemology resting on a notion of knowledge as 

always situated and with an inseparable tacit element. However, if we accept, as it seems 

that Nonaka and his associates do, that tacit and explicit are a continuum where 

knowledge is always both explicit and tacit, though to differing degrees, then it would 

seem that Virtanen (2010) is overstating his claim when arguing that the notion of 

making tacit explicit rests on irreconcilable epistemological foundations.  

Furthermore, Virtanen’s argument that the tacit dimension changes if put into 

focus, just as atoms can appear as particles or beams depending on how they are 

observed, may not necessarily be problematic: if we consider knowledge as dynamic and 

evolutionary (Heylighen, 1993), and as a living entity (Kastberg, 2007), then  shifts in 

knowledge as it moves between knowers could be seen as fruitful rather than 

problematic. If knowledge didn’t change as it moved between knowers and between 

more tacit or more explicit forms, then it would become static. Additionally, Virtanen 

(2010) limits his discussion to the tacit/explicit dimension, without regard for the 

individual/interpersonal dimension discussed in the next section of the thesis. Briefly, 

foreshadowing later arguments, individuals retain the autonomy to oppose and correct 

what they may see as misunderstandings and misapplications of their more tacit 

knowing in the knowledge conversion process. 

But Virtanen does have a point in arguing that tacit and the explicit are not 

separate knowledge types but are aspects of all forms of knowing. Gerard (2001) too 

points out that Polanyi’s notion of the tacit cannot be defined by his oft cited utterance 

(e.g. Smith, 2001) that “we can know more than we can tell” (Gerard, 2001, Tacit 

Knowledge Defined, para. 1). Tacit knowledge goes beyond being knowledge we cannot 

articulate to being an aspect of all knowledge, even in its most explicit forms. So explicit 

knowledge has tacit presuppositions - i.e. it can presuppose unstated, tacit knowledge 

needed to decode, understand and internalise the knowledge embedded in the text. 

Virtanen’s argument about the impossibility of making tacit knowledge explicit 

does seem to hold true for some of Polanyi’s examples of tacit knowledge, e.g. Polanyi’s 

(1996) example of the tacit process of face recognition. Despite the almost infinite range 

of different faces, we can easily recognise and distinguish between the people that 

matter in our lives, but none of us will ever be able to articulate how we do it. You might 

add the trivial detail that none of us would want to make that knowledge explicit since it 

is shared by nearly every other human being. Despite the triviality of this observation, it 

highlights the possibility of tacit knowledge being social, despite being inarticulable. 

Language provides a good example of the complex nature of the relation between tacit 
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and explicit knowledge. On the one hand, a language can be seen as knowledge shared 

and held in common among large groups of people allowing often unproblematic 

exchanges of meaning without ever putting or being able to put this tacit knowledge into 

focus and making it explicit. The number of disciplines devoted to understanding 

language testifies not only to the complexity of language as an object of knowledge, but 

also to the human need to make such knowledge explicit. On the other hand, despite the 

shared nature of language as a linguistic sign, a shared signifier (significant in Saussure’s 

semiotics) may have different signified (signifié) to different individuals sometimes 

causing misunderstandings. An example of such misunderstanding can be seen in the 

case studied by Lehtonen and Kampf (2014) where Finnish and Indian team members 

attached different, tacitly held meanings to the same concepts, causing 

misunderstandings in the team communication. In terms of knowledge communication, 

this argument implies that knowers within the same epistemic community may have 

different understandings and applications of the communities knowledge domain. The 

expectation that this may be so is reflected in the phrace “perceptions of knowledge” in 

the title and research questions of the project.  

Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) do not mention Polanyi’s example of inarticulable, 

tacit knowledge, but instead provide the previously mentioned example of the 

Matsushita bread maker cited earlier. Polanyi’s and Nonaka & Takeuchi’s example of 

tacit knowledge entail two opposing perceptions of the nature of tacit knowledge; 

Polanyi’s example of sensory impression entails a perception of tacit knowledge as 

unable to be made explicit, while Nonaka &Takeuchi’s example provide an example 

which entails a perception of tacit knowledge as difficult to articulate, but it can be made 

explicit through close personal interaction.  

Based on these two examples of tacit knowledge by Polanyi (1966) and Nonaka 

and Takeuchi (1995), there seems to be disagreement over whether ‘tacit knowledge’ 

refers to knowledge that cannot be communicated, or whether the concept refers to 

knowledge which is very difficult to articulate, or which, as in Nonaka & Takeuchi’s 

(1995)  definition, can be communicated through the use of metaphors, images and close 

personal interaction. However, the disagreement between Nonaka and Takeuchi’s 

examples of tacit knowledge may not be as notable as Gerard (2001) and Virtanen 

(Virtanen, 2010) claim, because Polanyi (1966) also argues for sharing of tacit 

knowledge through close personal interaction, using master-apprentice interaction in a 

laboratory as empirical grounding for tacit learning between scientists.  
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In other words, even in Polanyi’s writing the boundary between tacit and 

explicit knowledge seems to be blurred. Virtanen (2010) argues that part of the debate 

about tacit and explicit knowledge stems from the lack of clear definitions in Polanyi’s 

writing leaving the texts open to interpretation. Similarly, Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) 

argue that “tacit knowledge and explicit knowledge are not totally separate but mutually 

complementary entities. They interact with and interchange into each other in the 

creative activities of human beings” (p. 61). This suggests that Nonaka and Takeuchi’s 

concept of tacit knowledge is more nuanced than it is given credit for by Virtanen (2010) 

and Gerard (Gerard, 2001), as they, despite the visualisation of separation in Figure 5, 

argue for tacit and explicit knowledge as a continuum. But the continuum argument and 

the idea of conversion between tacit and explicit levels still suggests that the tacit and 

explicit are distinct knowledge types for Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995). This is supported 

by the fact that they never argue for the tacit aspect of knowledge as a background to all 

explicit knowledge as Virtanen (2010) and Gerard (2001) do in their readings of 

Polanyi’s tacit concept. 

 Revisions of Nonaka’s knowledge creation theory in the light of the 
criticism 

In more recent articles, Nonaka and his co-authors (Nonaka, et al., 2000; Nonaka & von 

Krogh, 2009) seem to widen the criteria for tacit knowledge. Using the notion of a 

continuum, it could be argued that Nonaka and associates in their later writings have 

slid towards the more explicit end of the continuum, because they argue that the 

location for socialisation need not be a physical place, but can be either physical, mental, 

virtual or any combination of the three. They use the term Ba to signify this space. From 

their arguments for Ba as a site for tacit knowledge sharing, through socialisation, 

Nonaka and his co-authors thus implicitly argue against the close physical contact which 

Nonaka & Takeuchi (1994) argue is necessary for sharing tacit knowledge. Nonaka and 

Toyama (2005) also summarily introduce the importance of intangible knowledge 

assets into the equation, devoting one paragraph to each of their four categories of 

intangible assets. These are divided into four categories: firstly, the experiential 

knowledge assets, including know how as well as ‘emotional knowledge’of who to trust. 

Secondly, Conceptual assets, including mental models of the organisation and its brand. 

Thirdly, Systemic knowledge assets consisting of organisational knowledge objects such 

as technologies and documents with information about the organisation and its 

stakeholders. And finally, routine knowledge assets including shared stories in the 

organisation as well as “tacit knowledge that is routinized and embedded in the actions 
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and practices of the organisation” (p. 30). But with the focus on leading the knowledge-

creating process in their paper, the knowledge assets are not really developed – for 

example, the concept trust is not defined nor do they attempt to theorise on how it 

impacts on the knowledge creating cycle. I address trust theory in section 2.5.2 as part of 

a multidisplinary review of a relationship theories. Another gap seems to be that the 

influence of identity (individual, social or organisational) is not mentioned. I address 

this  in section 2.4. 

 How the thesis uses the SECI model to describe perceptions of knowledge 

In the light of the criticism against the SECI model, this section presents three 

reservations with which the SECI model is adopted in the thesis as a vocabulary for 

describing the perceptions of knowledge and the communication preferences and 

practices which are grounded in these perceptions. First, the tacit and explicit always co-

exist in all forms of knowledge, and therefore also in all the knowledge conversion 

processes of the SECI model. This implies for example that socialisation will almost 

always involve oral and/or written communication. It is impossible to imagine that two 

people engage in any form of knowledge communication without interacting using 

language as well as physical interaction. This does not imply that the socialisation 

process is not about exchanging the (mainly) tacit presuppositions held by knowers 

holding different knowledge domains.  Secondly, the more recent articles by Nonaka and 

his associates includes the notion that complex knowledge may be communicated over 

ICT, if and only if a shared mental space, such as shared identity and mutual trust, also 

exist between the parties communicating and converting knowledge. This strong need 

for a relation between the parties highlights my arguments from section 2.1 that 

knowledge communication across ICTs is possible, but that it requires that parties have 

a sense of mutual identification and trust. I explore trust theory in more detail in section 

2.5.2). Thirdly, the discussion of tacit and explicit knowledge can be linked to my focus 

on identity configurations centred on different perceptions of knowledge. I would argue 

that some identity configurations may consider more explicit forms of knowledge as 

being more useful, while others may consider more tacit knowledge forms to be more 

useful. Furthermore, these differences in perception of knowledge may be reflected in 

different knowledge communication practices. Through this argument, I extend Nonaka 

and Takeuchi’s (1995) to include an aspect of sensemaking (Weick, 1995, 2001), 

because knowers can be expected to make sense of knowledge as useful or not based on 

their personal perception of the context as well as their retention of identity and past 

experiences. 
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 Complexity and codifiability as knowledge dimension showing complexity 
of explicit knowledge 

Kogut and Zander (1992) argue for a close affinity between their notion of knowledge 

complexity and Polanyi’s notion of the tacit, just as they argue for an affinity between 

codifiability and the explicit aspect of knowledge. They argue that coded knowledge “is 

alienable from the individual who wrote the code” (p. 387 implying an unproblematic 

transfer of knowledge between sender and receiver, because they argue that a receiver 

with the same code (e.g. two engineers) will be able to understand the coded knowledge 

in the same way). Kogut and Zander (1992) may be simplifying the case as can be seen 

from studies of cross-cultural knowledge communication such as Lehtonen and Kampf 

(2014). Lehtonen and Kampf’s (2014) study shows that even parties with the same 

professional domains may miscommunicate when different semiotic meanings are 

attached to concepts shared by members of the same professional background, but from 

different cultural backgrounds.  

Yet Kogut and Zander’s argument for codifiability can be reconceptualised as a 

measure of how difficult a certain knowledge is to codify and decodify. If 

reconceptualised this way codifiability captures a point which seems out of focus in 

Nonaka’s theory, namely that some forms of more tacit knowledge may be more easily 

codifiable than others. Similarly, project documents, which Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) 

describe as explicit knowledge, may carry so many tacit presuppositions that they are 

difficult to decode by a person not sharing the same knowledge domain, or is familiar 

with the specific project. The complexity dimension captures the difficulty of articulating 

certain types of knowledge. The example used by Kogut and Zander (1992) is the 

crafting of a musical instrument. This requires the skill of a craftsman rather than simply 

a codified instruction manual. On the other hand, a skilled craftsman may build a new 

instrument by using an instruction manual for how to build the instrument because he 

has embodied the complex tacit knowledge required. Using Brown and Duguid’s (2000) 

example of the dictionary, the codified knowledge of the dictionary requires the complex 

knowledge of a language user to be useful. This distinction between more or less 

codifiable personal knowledge, and the knowledge lost in the codifying process, which 

despite codification can only be learned through practice seems to be an important 

nuance missing from Nonaka & Takeuchi’s (1995) model of knowledge conversion. In 

Figure 6(next page) I have visualised complexity and codifiability as a greyed out dotted 

line moving diagonally across Nonaka and Takeuchi’s knowledge conversion axes. The 

intention is to visualise the notion that some forms of explicit knowledge may be 
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complex, while some tacit forms of knowledge may be more easily codifiable than 

others, though with a tendency towards increasing complexity in the tacit/individual 

quadrant. 

Figure 6: Knowledge dimensions based on Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) 
and Kogut and Zander (1992); 

 

To sum up on the knowledge theories presented in section 2.3.1 to 2.3.6, they all 

share a focus on knowledge and it’s changing forms or qualities as it moves from 

individual to interpersonal to organisational and social regardless whether they see 

knowledge as static product or ongoing process, Wenger’s (1998) Community of Practice 

(CoP) theory, however, links learning and knowledge to the identities of the individuals 
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and communities who are the holders and users of that knowledge. In the next section, I 

present his theory of knowledge and contrast it to both Nonaka’s perspective and the 

perspectives on knowledge as static presented in section 2.3.1 of this chapter. 

 Knowing as learning in Communities of Practice (CoP) 

With the focus in CoP theory on knowledge as always embedded in practices and 

relationships (McDermott, 2000), CoP theory can be contrasted with the knowledge 

theories introduced earlier in section 2.3. This conceptualisation of the “situated nature 

of knowing” (Østerlund & Carlile, 2003, p. 91) has led to an understanding of knowledge 

communication  as complex and going beyond mere transfer of bodies of knowledge. 

The reason for including CoP theory in this literature review of knowledge 

communication theory is its focus on communication, which is absent from Nonaka and 

Takeuchi’s (1995) theory of knowledge creation. This communication focus of CoP 

theory is also recognised by Iverson & McPhee (2002), who argue that:  

CoP theory offers a complex conceptual structure that illuminates connections 

and processes of knowledge based on a model that centers communication in 

KM [Knowledge Management] (p. 264).  

Rather than seing knowledge as an end in itself, CoP theory regards “knowing in 

practices” as constructing and constituting the organisation itself. (Iverson & McPhee 

2002, p. 264). Lave and Wenger’s (1991) relational and interpersonal perspective on 

knowledge as situated in practices can be contrasted with the knowledge theories 

presented in section 2.3.1 to 2.3.6. The difference seems evident in the core concepts of 

the two fields: whereas all the core concepts presented in the previous sections under 

2.3 (2.3.1 to 2.3.6)  focussed on knowledge (as ‘tacit’, ‘embodied’, ‘encoded’, etc.), the 

core concepts of Lave and Wenger (1991) and Wenger (1998) describe social processes 

such as ‘participation’, ‘joint enterprise’, and ‘mutual engagement’ Wenger (1998) 

emphasises this process perspective by arguing that knowing should not be considered 

in abstract terms, but should be examined as inextricably tied to practice and to the 

people engaged in the act of knowing, i.e. the ‘communities’ of knowers. This reflects his 

and Lave’s argument that learning is situated within communities and within specific 

knowledge domains (Lave & Wenger, 1991). The ‘tacit’ from this perspective seems to 

become the underlying assumptions and presuppositions shared by the community. 

Although CoP theory focusses on ‘learning’ rather than ‘knowledge’, a point of 

convergence between learning theory and knowledge theory can be seen in the link 
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between learning as the process of ‘coming to know’. The concept ‘knowing’ is used by 

both Blackler (1995) and Wenger (1998) to describe the dynamic, processual nature of 

knowledge. The gerund, knowing, can thus be contrasted with the connotations of the 

noun, knowledge, which suggests knowledge-as-object (Wenger, 1998, pp. 134-41). 

Wenger (1998) emphasises this process perspective by arguing that knowing should not 

be considered in abstract terms, but should be examined as inextricably tied to practice 

and to the people engaged in the act of knowing. The perspective of knowledge in CoP 

theory can thus be seen as opposing the more static knowledge concepts presented in 

section 2.3.1. A consequence of the process perspective on knowledge for Wenger seems 

to be that knowing and leaning learning is situated within specific practices, within the 

knowledge domains attached to them, and the within the communities sharing those 

practices (Lave & Wenger, 1991). This perspective fits well with Van Dijk’s (2005) 

notion of epistemic communities introduced at the start of the section. The ‘tacit’ from 

this perspective seems to become the underlying assumptions shared by the community, 

very similar to the notion of ‘encultured’ knowledge introduced in section 2.3.1. 

Just like Von Krogh positions Nonaka’s & Tekeuchi’s (1995) theory of the 

knowledge creating company in opposition to cognitivist theories of knowledge 

management, Fuller (2007) positions Community of Practice theory (Lave & Wenger, 

1991; Wenger, 1998) as opposed to cognitivist learning theory. The cognitivist 

perspective on learning has also been termed the standard paradigm of learning 

(Beckett & Hager, 2002). Cognitivist learning theory, as (perhaps rather crudely) 

simplified by Fuller, sees learning as the acquisition of a knowledge product by a 

learner. Learning from this perspective involves knowledge transmission (implying 1:1 

transfer rather than the process of mutuality implied by ‘knowledge communication’) 

from an expert to a novice, typically within the formal learning setting of a class room. 

As a consequence the cognitivist perspective sees learning as an individual process, 

whereas Community of Practice theory constructs learning as a social process, or joint 

enterprise (Wenger, 1998).  

 

Wenger’s (1998) Communities of Practice theory constructs meaning and 

identity as closely intertwined with the practices and relationships of the community. 

Wenger (1998) argues that humans constantly and voluntarily engage in learning and 

developing different knowledge domains. He argues that this provides a sense of identity 

and meaning. This is based on the assumption that it is meaningful to all human beings 

to learn from others, and to experience that others are interested in learning from you. 
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While this perspective may hold a general truth when looking at society as whole and 

the continuing knowledge development and technical progress of humanity, the 

argument seems to rest on less solid ground in specific organisational contexts, where 

some employees may find meaning in developing  organisational knowledge while 

others may be more committed to doing their job as it has always been done using the 

practices and knowledge required by the task at hand. Wenger (1998) deals with this 

through the notion of core and periphery of a CoP, where the ‘core’ can be seen as 

knowledge developers whereas those engaging in ‘legitimate peripheral participation’ 

may either be accepted as practioners continuing doing ‘business as usual’ or new 

comers on an inbound trajectory into the community.  

Nevertheless, CoP theory seems to rest on the assumption that humans find 

meaning in engaging with other knowers around a shared ‘domain’ of knowledge, 

regardless whether they are at the core or periphery of CoP centred on that specific 

knowledge domain. The domain can be anything from a shared hobby, the shared, 

situated knowledge of how a couple maintains their family and marriage, to the 

professional domains of how be to an engineer at Danfoss (my examples), or how to be a 

claims processor (Wenger’s example, 1998). Different knowledge domains thus become 

the foci of different Communities of Practice in a person’s life, entailing multiple 

memberships in a variety of communities. 

Through participation in the community, members build a shared knowledge of 

the domain, and develop a shared language, or shared repertoire, i.e. a terminology and 

jargon used to facilitate development and learning about the domain (Lave & Wenger, 

1991). Participation in the community may occur at different levels of expertise, with 

expert members visualised as the core of the community and newcomers visualised as 

being on the edge of the community. Newcomers are introduced into the community 

through legitimate peripheral participation (Lave & Wenger, 1991). But participation in 

a community, according to Wenger (1998) is inextricably bound to reification in a cross-

pollinating process in which one cannot be reduced to the other (see Figure 7 next 

page).  

‘Reification’, literally meaning ‘(re-)making into things’, is the process of turning 

expressions of participation into objects, such as documents, artefacts and instruments. 

Through the continued reproduction and negotiations of community understandings of 

their practice, the sense of participation and meaning is revitalised. Like the tacit-

explicit dimensions of knowledge, participation and reification are not mutually 

exclusive; they form a mutually constitutive duality. The affinity between the two sets of 
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concepts goes further, as reification can be seen as turning more tacit understandings of 

the community into more explicit, codified forms. Though Wenger (1998) does not make 

the link himself, the mutually dependent process of participation and reification seems 

similar Polanyi’s notion of explicit (reified) knowledge as always having a tacit element.  

 

Figure 7: Duality of participation and reification (Wenger, 1998, p 63) 

 

But where Polanyi (1966) focuses on the ‘tacit’ as a ‘personal coefficient’ of 

knowing (Polanyi, 1966), it seems Wenger would argue for an equally ‘tacit’, but ‘social 

coefficient’9 of knowing (my term). This ‘social coefficient’ implies an understanding of 

‘tacit’ knowledge as ‘that which does not need to be voiced because it is shared’ rather 

than ‘that which cannot be voiced because it is outside human understanding’ (see the 

discussion of the tacit-explicit knowledge dimension in section 2.3.3). Both the personal 

and the social coefficients of knowledge can thus be seen as tacit aspects of knowledge, 

but differing in their emphasis of the individual and the social. I have mapped this 

differnce in Figure 8 (next page).  

                                                        

9 I coined the term social coefficient the opposite of Polanyi’s (1966) term personal co-

efficient. I see the two as continuum rather than a dichotomy. 
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Figure 8: Knowledge dimensions and concepts linking Polanyi (1966); 

Wenger (1998) and Petersen (2016), Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995); Kogut and 

Zander (1992) 

In Wenger (1998) CoPs are conceptualised as voluntary. But organisations too 

have an interest in the value of employees voluntarily developing organisational 

knowledge. In the book Cultivating Communities of Practice, Wenger, McDermott and 

Snyder (2002) examined the challenge of building successful CoPs in organisations. 

Through a series of case studies, they arrive at guidelines for building successful COPs in 

organisations. Central in these guidelines is the recommendation for providing a high 

degree of autonomy to the employees. This autonomy is also signalled in the choice of 

“Cultivating” rather than “managing” in the title of the book. A high degree of autonomy 

can thus be seen as a prerequisite for the relationships in COPs, which are the 

foundation of an on-going loop of knowledge communication and knowledge creation 



 

73 

(thereby including ongoing spirals of SECI cycles). Wenger, McDermott and Snyder 

(2002) suggest replacing the term ‘management’ with the term ‘stewardship’ in 

recognition of the need for autonomy in CoPs.  

Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) also differ from Wenger (1998) by 

putting more emphasis in oppositions and disagreements within CoPs. In Wenger 

(1998) though, the key concepts ‘mutual engagement’, ‘joint enterprise’ and ‘shared 

repertoire’ seem to emphasise the common ground built in a CoP. In Lave and Wenger’s 

(1991) original theory, which is carried into Wenger (1998), the main difference 

between CoP members seems to be the level of expertise and participation, rather than 

their differences in perspectives on the knowledge domain. This can be seen in the 

notion of “legitimate peripheral participation”:  

In order to become a member, legitimacy must be granted to the joiner and 

the joiner must engage in the practices to learn the domain and the CoPs 

specific forms and practices of participation and reification to start an 

“inbound trajectory” (p. 101)  

So legitimate peripheral participation can be seen as describing as a process of 

becoming an accepted and a contributing part of the core CoP, but does not account for 

the possibility that new-comers may not just be on an in-bound trajectory to learn the 

knowledge domain and the practices of the CoP; they may bring new areas of expertise 

into the CoP, thereby challenging the notion of a core of expertise and periphery of 

inexperience. Without reference to Wenger (1998), it seems to be this traditional idea of 

a knowledge asymmetry between expert and layman which (Kastberg) questions when 

arguing that often the so-called ‘layman’ will be an expert in another knowledge domain, 

and that learning should therefore be considered as occurring on both sides of the 

knowledge asymmetry.  

Because CoPs in organisational settings have the added organisational purpose 

of advancing and developing organisational knowledge, Storck and Hill (2000) have 

suggested the term ‘strategic communities’ to describe the intentional element of 

organisational CoPs. Their findings are presented in the next section (2.3.8) before 

rounding off the review of knowledge theories by discussing how they relate to Weicks 

(1995, 2001) theory of sensemaking. 
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 From voluntary CoPs to organisationally designed strategic communities 

Storck and Hill (2000) use a longitudinal case study at XEROX to argue for globally 

dispersed Strategic Communities as similar to yet distinct from both CoPs and teams. The 

similarity between strategic communities and teams can be seen in the status of both as 

formally recognised and instigated by the organisation for a specific purpose, but unlike 

teams, Storck and Hill (2000) argue, Strategic Communities may develop and transcend 

that initial goal, and are to a larger extent working autonomously in doing so. Secondly, 

teams tend to have an inward focus for their learning and knowledge development as 

occurring mainly within the team, whereas the Xerox Strategic Community was focused 

on application and diffusion of learning outside the community’s local work contexts. 

Furthermore, the strategic community at Xerox had more informal relations than teams, 

while working within a structured environment of defined roles and work processes.  

The similarity between teams and Strategic Communities simultaneously 

constitute the differences between Strategic Communities and CoPs. First of all, CoPs as 

characterised by (Wenger, 1998) are voluntary and instigated by the participants, often 

in an informal structure, whereas Storck and Hill argue for Strategic Communities as 

strategic and purposeful construction of by the organisation. But the two forms of 

community have in common Wenger’s key characteristics of CoPs: shared repertoire, 

mutual engagement and joint enterprise.    

To sum up on strategic communities, they have the double purpose of providing 

meaning to and building a sense of identity between participants, on one hand, and 

developing organisational knowledge for the benefit of the wider organisation, on the 

other hand. In light of the TMS theory presented in section 2.2, Strategic Communities 

can also be seen as a way to strengthen employee networks of knowledge about who 

knows what in the organisation, and where specific knowledge expertise is located. 

Strategic Communities are relevant to the study of identity configurations, because in an 

organisational context they may constitute a forum for the maintenance and nurture of 

such prototypical identities and may provide the level of autonomy needed to develop 

and transform organisational knowledge domains.  

To sum up the whole section on CoP theory, CoP can be seen as connecting 

knowledge creation and learning on one hand with identity and relationships on the 

other. This is achived by arguing for the sense of meaning and identity arising from the 

shared development of a knowledge domain. Thereby CoP theory associates knowledge 

communication, the focus of RQ1 of this thesis, with the foci of RQ2 on identity and RQ3 

on relationships. After the dicussion of knowledge theory in the light of Weick’s (1995, 



 

75 

2001) sensemaking theory in the next section, I will therefore build on CoP theory in the 

sections of the thesis which address identity (section 2.4) and relationship theory 

(section 2.5). With regard to identity, CoP theory tends to emphasise the social over the 

individual aspect of identity; this will be discussed in relation to other theories of 

relationships in section 2.4. With regard to relationships, CoP theory seems to have a 

shortcoming in the theorisation about the knowledge value of different strengths of 

relationships within or across CoPs. Nor does CoP theory account for the value of cross-

domain relationships within a CoP; the value of weaker, cross-domain relationships has 

been a focus point within Social Network Analysis, however.   

 Discussion of knowledge theory in the light of Weick’s (2001, 2005) 
theories of sensemaking 

Sensemaking theory shifts the perspective from understanding contexts as objective and 

factual perceiving contexts as subjective and interpreted through the filter of ‘retention’.  

The same applies to knowledge, which, if understood from the evolutionary perspective 

presented in the introduction to section 2.3, will change and adapt to contexts 

depending on the needs and sensemaking of the knowers within that context. Deciding 

which knowledge could be useful within a given context can therefore be seen as a 

sensemaking process. The subjective and selective aspect of sensemaking also implies 

that knowledge cannot be transferred without loss or transformation because people 

select the parts and aspects that fit their retention.  But ‘retention’ in Weick (1995, 

2001) can also be seen as social. The people we identify with and have shared 

experiences with can therefore be seen as a strong influence on which knowledge is 

perceived as useful. 

 The knowledge theories presented in this chapter suggest that knowledge in 

general and communication of knowledge in particular can both be seen as a cognitive 

and a social process. As a cognitive process, knowledge can be seen as a property of 

knowers. The static knowledge concepts presented initially in this chapter suggest that 

knowledge mainly exists in different cognitive states such as ‘knowing how’ and 

‘knowing that’ (Ryle, 1949) or ‘embrained’ and ‘embodied’ (Blackler, 1995), but also 

includes what could be described as ‘social cognition’. For example, through the notion 

that a group can have mutual knowledge of ‘knowing how’ or ‘knowing that’, or that 

knowledge can be seen as a social property through the concept ‘encultured’ knowledge 

(Blackler, 1995). These static concepts of knowledge do not seem to have an element of 

sensemaking, because they tend to equate ‘knowledge’ with a form of ‘truth’, but 
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deciding what to know and whether to learn something new in the first place can be 

seen as involving a sensemaking process of ‘selection’ and ‘retention’. 

 In relation to tacit and explicit knowledge, the tacit aspect of knowledge can be 

seen as part of ‘retention’ in Weick. Thereby the tacit aspect can be seen as an essential 

part of understanding the extracted cues from the explicit elements of new knowledge in 

the ecology. Thereby, communication of knowledge can be seen as founded on the 

mutually constitutive elements of tacit and explicit. The codified forms of knowledge, e.g. 

documents or oral communication of knowledge, can thus be seen as having both 

explicit and tacit aspects, where the tacit in ‘codified’ knowledge forms can be seen as a 

presupposed and therefore unarticulated aspect. Codified knowledge might therefore 

only be adopted by the receiver, if the ‘retention’ of the receiver holds the necessary 

tacit knowledge to understand what was not made explicit in the knowledge 

communication. The very status of an aspect of knowledge as tacit also implies that 

knowers can never share the exact same tacit knowledge, which implies that knowledge 

communication can always be misunderstood regardless how codified it is. In a semi-

dispersed work context, it may be more difficult to know whether receivers of 

knowledge communication share the necessary tacit knowledge to understand the 

knowledge communication as intended. This suggests a need in semi-dispersed work 

contexts to include meta-communication about how core concepts are understood at 

each site. Thereby, the semi-dispersed employees can begin to build a shared 

understanding of the knowledge communicated. 

 But the subjective element of ‘retention’ for deciding which knowledge is useful 

also has implications for Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) SECI model. The subjective 

aspect of ‘retention’ can be seen as a filter influencing, firstly, how and whether new 

knowledge is retained; and secondly, how and whether that knowledge will 

communicated to others as part of the ‘enactment’ process. This means that different 

employees or groups of employees may have preferences, as part of their retention, for 

different knowledge processes. For example, a preference for externalisation and 

internalisation of existing knowledge may mean that the employee or group does not see 

the more creative knowledge processes of combination and socialisation as useful. 

Within a semi-dispersed work context, meta-communication about such knowledge 

preferences could be seen as an important initial step for a semi-dispersed team. 

Thereby the semi-dispersed team might understand how to build on the strengths of 

different perceptions of knowledge, rather than allow them to emerge as possible 

interpersonal conflicts when team members do not recognise differences. 
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 Such differences in preferences for different knowledge communication 

processes can also be seen as an aspect of the professional identity of an employee, and 

may be a more stable identity trait which is applied across an employee’s multiple 

projects and teams. This makes the study of how employees perceive knowledge and 

how they build professional identities centred around this perception relevant to the 

thesis’ larger research aim of improving communication, relationships and the efficiency 

of knowledge communication in semi-dispersed organisational contexts. 

 Weick’s (1995, 2001) theory of sensemaking can also be seen as relevant to 

Wenger’s (1998) CoP theory because of their mutual focus on identity and construction 

of ‘sense’ (Weick) or ‘meaning’ (Wenger) through identity. Both theories contain a tacit  

belief system, based on identity formation and previous experiences (which Weick 

terms ‘retention’). And in both theories the belief systems and actions (‘enactments’ or 

‘reifications’) are mutually constitutive; actions are seen as based on identity and past 

experience, which in turn is updated based on the actions of others and, in Weick’s 

theory at least, based on the interpretation of changes in the context (which Weick 

terms the ‘changing ecology’).  

 However, while Wenger’s focus in his discussion of identity lies in the social 

aspect where the communities an individual participate in provide a sense of identity, 

Weick’s concept of identity builds more on an understanding of identity as an aspect of 

cognition which impacts on how we perceive contexts and communities. With regard to 

actions, Wenger’s the concept ‘reification’ focuses more on the reproduction and 

sustenance of the community, while Weick’s focus in the concept ‘enactment’ 

emphasises on the reaction of individuals and groups to changes in the environment. A 

difference can also be seen in Weick’s focus on ‘enactment’ as the individual’s or group’s 

response to the changing ecology in order to establish a new status quo, whereas 

‘reification’ focuses more the shared practices of the community as a material realisation 

of the sense of participation, shared identity and community. This does not mean that 

‘reification’ should be seen as focussed on maintaining status quo, but rather that the 

focus in ‘reification’ seems to be the maintenance or advancement of knowledge 

practices of the community, whereas ‘enactment’ focuses on reacting to changing, 

ambiguous or uncertain situations, termed ‘equivocal’ situations (Weick, 1995), in order 

to realign them with the ‘retention’ of the group or individual. 

 Because Weick (1995) argues that a sense of coherent identity across different 

social contexts, or ‘changing ecologies’ is a core aspect of ‘retention’, the perception of 

different knowledge processes as useful can be seen as a more stable element of 
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professional identity. Thus, different perceptions of knowledge can be seen as a basis for 

professional identity formations, and may also be a basis for forming relationships and 

CoPs with employees sharing similar perceptions of knowledge. This will be taken up in 

the next section, which reviews identity theory, and finishes with a discussion of how 

identity theory can be seen as linked to sensemaking theory. 

2.4 Professional identity as (d)iscursive construction reflecting 
underlying values and beliefs 

One cannot be a self on one’s own. (Charles Taylor, 1989, cited in Benwell & 

Stokoe, 2006, p. 29). 

This section reviews traditionally opposing perspectives on identity to build a 

theoretical grounding for RQ 2: firstly, the traditional cognitive perspective that identity 

represents the ‘inner core’ of an individual. This is the position being assumed but 

negated in the quote introducing this section. Secondly, a more constructionist 

perspective seeing identity as a social performance which, in the more radical 

constructionist approaches, has no ‘inner core’. The ontological distinction between 

these perspectives on identity is important to outline because they also have 

implications for research epistemology, i.e. the types of knowledge claims I, as a 

researcher, can make about interviewee identity. In this section, I aim to bridge these 

two perspectives, the cognitivist and the constructionist. I do this in accordance with the 

reflexive epistemology stance presented in chapter 3.  

The cognitivist approach to researching identity rests on the epistemological 

assumption that the researcher can access the inner world of the research subject 

through language, according to Benwell  & Stokoe (2006). Identity from this perspective 

can evolve and change over time, but identity remains relatively stable. More important 

from the research perspective, because of the assumed correlation between inner 

identity and its linguistic representations, examining identity is relatively straight 

forward from the cognitivist perspective. Benwell and Stokoe (2006) argue that focus in 

the cognitivist tradition shifted in the latter half of the 20th century from a focus on 

individual identity to a focus on social identity, using identity labels “such as 

‘adolescent’, ‘black’, ‘working-class’, [as] indisputable identity formations” (p. 24). 

Benwell and Stokoe (2006) argue that this position can be seen as essentialist, because 

the categories describe an inner essence of the research subject’s identity. Billett (2007) 

outlines a similar trajectory within cognitivist identity research, though he places the 

shift towards collective identity focus in the 1990’s. This shift came, Billett argues, after 
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a realisation within the field of learning that “the theories within cognitive psychology 

were inadequate in understanding human learning as something shaped not only by 

individuals’ capacities to secure, effectively organise and deploy their knowledge 

structures but also by the social world beyond individuals” (p. 58). Billett therefore 

outlines a trajectory within cognitivist identity research from a focus on individual 

identity to a focus on collective identity. Despite the slight disagreement on chronology, 

Billett (2007) and Benwell and Stokoe (2006) agree that the cognitivist approaches to 

identity research rests on an assumption of possible access to a pre-discursive inner self 

of the research subject. Billett’s (2007) argument links identity to learning by 

emphasising the importance of the interplay between personal and social identities for 

shaping the level of retention and re-application of learning. ‘Learning’ as used in CoP 

theory can, as mentioned, be defined as the process of coming-to-know. For Wenger 

(1998) learning is closely intertwined with the process of being initiated into a CoP with 

its own social identity attached to it and centred around the CoP’s knowledge domain 

and the practices attached to it. 

At the other end of the continuum of identity research, Benwell  & Stokoe 

(2006) place discourse analysis approaches to examining identity, which could also be 

framed as the constructionist position within identity research. From this perspective 

the researcher can never access the inner identity of a research subject. Identity is seen 

as constructed through actions and through language, and consequentially this 

perspective sees identity as constituted by discourse, rather than discourse being 

reflections of an inner self (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006). A subject can thus have multiple 

identities each suited to different contexts, and each constructed through different sets 

of actions and different (d)iscourses.  

As mentioned in the thesis introduction (chapter 1), Gee (2011) uses the 

distinction between (D)iscourse and (d)iscourse to describe the difference between the 

(D)iscourses which form a landscape shaping possibilities for linguistic expression and 

action in particular instances of (d)iscourse. For example, one may act out an identity as 

parent in the context of the family, but act out a professional identity as an engineer in a 

work context. (D)iscourses in each identity domain would employ different (d)iscourse 

patterns, such as genres or semantic fields attached to each knowledge domain. The 

example of parent identity vs. work identity comes from Wenger (1998) who provides it 

as an example of multi-membership in different communities. Wenger’s position does 

not unequivocally fit either the constructionist or the cognitivist camp, thereby 

demonstrating the fuzzy boundaries of the cognitivist-constructionist continuum set up 



 

80 

by Benwell & Stokoe (2006). I’ll return to Wenger’s arguments for a social concept of 

identity in section 2.4.1. For now I will turn to the role of identity categorisation in 

discourse analysis approaches on identity research. 

That the constructionist perspective also impacts on the epistemology of 

research can be seen in Benwell and Stokoe’s (2006) focus on categorisation of 

identities (such as ‘male’, ‘mother’ or ‘worker’) as not being considered objective 

categories but “discourse phenomena” (p. 3). From this perspective, there is no inner 

self beneath or beyond discourse, even if we talk as if there is: “it is the very idea of an 

inner self and its outward expression which is a construction” (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006, 

p. 4). Despite this radical disregard for identity categories, Benwell and Stokoe (2006) 

argue that discourse analysis approaches often reproduce the categories they are trying 

to reject. 

The constructionist perspective also tends to emphasise the impact of context 

on the construction of identity. Different researchers attach different vocabularies to 

this impact, but often build on Michel Foucault’s theories of discourse. Fairclough (2003) 

uses the term orders of discourse to emphasise the power struggle resulting in a shifting 

hierarchy as discourses compete for power. As mentioned in chapter 1, I use Gee’s 

(2011, 2014) orthographic convention ‘(D)iscourse’ as synonoumous with ‘orders of 

discourse’. Although (D)iscourses influence individual and collective (d)iscourses and 

practices, they do not determine them; as argued by (Van Dijk, 2005), if they did it would 

mean that individuals within the same context would say and do the same, which clearly 

they do not. It would seem more accurate to say that (D)iscourses and the order 

between them, comes about through a constant, mutually constitutive process between 

(D)iscourses and the (d)iscourses which invoke, shift or oppose them.  

In relation to the impact of context on identity, Althusser (cited in Benwell & 

Stokoe, 2000) uses the term ‘interpellation’ to describe the process by which a subject is 

called into performing a certain identity based on the context with which the subject 

interacts. Husserl’s own example of interpellation is a policemen calling: “Hey you”, at 

which the subject answers the call by turning around, thereby recognising the call. Harré 

(2005) builds on Husserl’s notion of interpellation in his positioning theory, arguing that 

any situation positions subjects into certain identities. For example, a classroom can act 

as a (D)iscursive force positioning the subjects facing the blackboard as pupils or 

students. Similarly, the person standing at the blackboard is called into a position of 

‘teacher’, thereby limiting possible actions to those determined by (D)iscourses as 

appropriate for that position. 



 

81 

The constructionist approach to identity emphasises the social aspect of identity 

construction, and from the description presented in the previous paragraph, it leaves 

little room for the notion of inner, personal identity which was emphasised in the 

cognitivist perspective. Indeed, Billett (2007) goes as far as arguing that, through the 

research trajectory shifting towards the constructionist perspective in the late 20th 

century, the individual “has seemingly become an unfashionable and tainted term.” (p. 

56). The focus on a  collectivist and constructionist perspective can also be seen in 

Benwell and Stokoe’s (2006) definition of identity as “who people are to each other”. By 

excluding ‘who people are to themselves’, Benwell and Stokoe (2006) avoid a definition 

which could be interpreted as essentialist. 

In accordance with the reflexive epistemology presented in chapter 3, I do not 

see the cognitivist and the constructionist positions in the identity debate as mutually 

exclusive, but rather as two perspectives which, if combined, provide a richer 

description of reality. To outline a perspective combining these two seemingly 

dichotomous perspectives on identity, I need to argue by way of analogy. I see the ‘inner 

self’ of cognitivism as the sediment at the bottom of a river. At the surface level, this 

sediment is constantly shifting around, moved by the currents in the river. These 

currents in the analogy stand for forces of the (D)iscourses at play in any given context, 

constantly shaping inner meanings and their expressions in (d)iscourse. But while the 

surface level of the sediment shifts fairly quickly, the bottom of the sediment remains 

fairly stable, and this stability helps regulate the flow of currents in the river. If, as 

argued by Weick (1995,2001), the inner core of ‘retention’ (including identity) is fairly 

stable, then the individual remains in power over whether and how to enact or oppose 

(D)iscourses. 

Benwell and Stokoe (2006) express a similar standpoint when explaining their 

purpose for writing a book on identity and discourse. They state their purpose as 

reconciling the dualisms in identity research by explicating the “processes by which 

people orient to consistency in their accounts of themselves and other people 

(underpinning the view of identity as ‘fixed’), whilst simultaneously showing that 

identity is contingent on the local conditions of the interactional context” (Benwell & 

Stokoe, 2006, p. 17). This perspective on identity can be seen as aligned with Weick’s 

(1995) argument for the need to maintain a coherent identity across social contexts. 

Weick’s identity perspective furthermore emphasises identity as a sensemaking 

perspective from which contexts and actions are selectively interpreted, and which 

forms the basis for how this interpretation is ‘enacted’ upon the context. 
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 Identity configurations and the role of identity prototypes 

The duality of identity as simultaneously social and personal can be seen in the need for 

individuals to build a social basis for their identity formation despite the idiosyncrasies 

of individual identity. Therefore patterns of ‘identity configurations’ may be seen when 

examining people within a specific context. ‘Identity configuration’ in the thesis is 

adopted to signify a broader span in behaviours, and identities. The boundaries of such a 

span can be seen as being set by the members. Jansen and Roodt (2014) describe this 

boundary setting through the notion of social cognition about the boundaries between 

‘ingroup’ and ‘outgroup’ behaviours and beliefs. ‘Prototypes’, on the other hand,  can be 

seen as representing the “stereotypical attributes of the group as a whole by being most 

like ingroup members and simultaneously most different from outgroup members” 

(Jansen & Roodt, 2014, p. 118). While this definition seems to refer to prototypicality as 

behaviours, Jansen and Roodt (2014) also includes a cognitive element in their 

definition: 

The prototype is the interrelated set of perceptions, attitudes, feelings, and 

behavior that captures similarities among ingroup members and differences 

between ingroup members and outgroup members. (p. 118-119) 

 This definition mentions, but does not separate, ‘behaviours’ and cognitive 

aspects (‘perception, attitudes, feelings’). The cognitive aspects, however, can be seen 

both as reflected by, and as the sensemaking basis for, those behaviours. Furthermore, 

the definition seems to neglect the role of communication in negotiating the boundaries 

of ingroup and outgroup behaviours. 

The link between communication theory and social identity theory is 

emphasised by Hogg and Reid (2006), however. They emphasise this link firstly because 

the construction of social identities requires considerable communication of norms and 

practices; and secondly because social identity configurations can help explain 

communication patterns among larger populations. They see social identity theory as a 

means for integrating identity theory and communication theory to explain group 

norms. Social identity theory emphasises not only the importance of belonging to social 

groups, but also “intergroup competition over status and prestige” (p. 9). They define 

“norms” as “shared cognitive representations that, within a particular context, 

characterize the behaviour of members of relevant out-groups and describe and 

prescribe the behaviour of in-group members including ourselves” (p. 10). Hogg and 

Reid (2006) argue that social identity configurations and identity prototypes can be 

seen as sets of norms defining members of a group in opposition to outsiders. Thereby 
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identity prototypes can be seen as examples of individuals who seem to be “most like 

ingroup members and simultaneously most different from outgroup members” (Burke & 

Stets, 2009, p. 119). As a consequence of the need for defining identity in opposition to 

other identities, the analysis of a particular identity prototype will necessarily involve 

the identification of other identity prototypes which are defined in opposition to an 

individual’s preferred prototype.   

Hogg and Reid (2006) see prototypes as mental models which accentuate 

intragroup similarities and intergroup differences, thereby ordering a complex social 

reality into manageable mental models. Consequentially the analysis of perceptions of 

professional identity should be undertaken with knowledge that interview participants 

will represent their practices in the light of their mental model of the social identity 

prototype with which they identify. This does not mean that the descriptions of their 

practices in the interview situation does not reflect their actual practice in the situation 

being described, merely that the values underlying the prototype will be accentuated in 

the interview. Similarly, the future practices of interview participants will be influenced 

by the values of the social identity prototypes with which the individuals associate 

themselves. 

 The negotiation of personal and social identity in CoP theory 

I return to Etienne Wenger’s (1998) CoP theory in this section, both because it 

integrates knowledge, identity and relationships, which is the main research aim of the 

thesis and because it seems to represent a highly social constructionist perspective on 

identity, which I will balance with a more individual perspective on identity in the thesis.  

 Although Wenger (1998) does not link his perspective on identity to the debate 

between cognitive and social constructionist perspectives on identity presented earlier 

in this thesis, Wenger (1998) argues for a social perspective on identity by placing 

identity as one of the processes and outcomes of participation in Communites of 

Practice. Wenger (1998) even has identity in his book’s subtitle: Communites of Practice 

– Learning, Meaning and Identity. Because he sees identities as social and as situated in 

Communites of Practice, Wenger argues that individuals perform different identities in 

the different communities in which they participate.  

 He does, however, leave room for bringing identity from one community into 

another, and provides the example of a parent identity being brought to the context of a 

work community through informal conversation with co-workers about family life. In a 

footnote, Wenger (1998) states that his notion of identity rests on the notion of the 
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mutual constitution between individuals and groups. Lave & Wenger’s (1991) 

perspective on personal and social identity has been taken up by sociolinguistics as an 

argument for challenging essentialist identity categories (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006), 

thereby reorienting the understanding of identity as situated in “social practice and talk, 

rather than pre-given, essential identities” (p. 27). Handley (2006) argues that in 

Wenger’s book on Communities of Practice (1998), Wenger shifts from identity as both 

individual and social towards arguing for “the capacity of individuals to 

compartmentalise identities within different communities.” (p. 650) Despite this remark 

on the influences on Wenger’s notion of identity, the theory he presents in Communities 

of Practice (1998) seems to leave little room for a personal identity for the subject. 

 Billett (2007), however, opposes this reading, which he cites as popular, and 

instead argues, mainly based on  Lave and Wenger (1991), for the emphasis on the 

personal identity in their theory. Billett argues that Lave and Wenger’s (1991) theory 

stands in contrast to more constructionist perspectives, such as Harré (2005) where the 

individual tends to be seen as a product of the social. But he also recognises the shift in 

focus towards the social emphasis in Wenger (1998). Lave and Wenger (1991) are 

aware of the problems of overemphasising the social, which can be seen in their caution 

that “to insist on starting with social practice, or taking participation to be the crucial 

process, and including the social world as the core of the analysis only seems to eclipse 

the person.” (Lave & Wenger 1991, p. 60).  

So, the identity concept CoP theory seems to shift towards a more social 

constructionist perspective in Wenger (1998) although the roots of CoP theory rest on a 

balance between social and personal identity. The next section discusses the identity 

theory presented in the light of Weick’s sensemaking theory. 

 Discussion of identity theory in the light of Weick’s theories of sensemaking 

In accordance with the identity perspective in Benwell and Stokoe (2006), this thesis 

will build on the balance between the need for maintaining a coherent personal identity 

across different social contexts and the need to adapt identity to different social 

contexts. The perspective on can be seen as aligned with Weick’s (1995, 2001) 

perspective on identity (see section 2.1). These ‘retained’ (to use Weick’s term, 1995, 

2001) memory layers and the values attached to past action in the course of 

retrospection can be seen as the basis of a more stable core of personal identity. But 

retention also has a social dimension, because sensemaking is influenced by the 

relationships and communities in which we are embedded (Weick, 1995, 2001). It is on 
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the basis of this ‘retention’ or ‘sedimentation’ that individuals negotiate the social and 

public identity roles which they belong to, or are ‘interpellated’ into by social contexts. 

Thereby, social calls for specific identity roles can be seen as balanced by the individual 

need to fulfil the role in accordance with the values of the more stable personal identity. 

In his critique of the privileging of social identity in CoP theory, Billett (2007) also 

argues for the “potent mediating role being exercised in these negotiations [of social, 

public identities] by the individual” (p. 57).  

 More specifically related to the process of sensemaking, retained identity can be 

seen as shaping both how we interpret and understand situations, and how we react to 

the contexts and situations in which we are embedded. In the words of Weick (1995),  

“Depending on who I am, my definition of what is ‘out there’ will also change 

[… ] But the direction of causality flows just as often from the situation to a 

definition of the self as it does the other way.” (p. 20) 

The implication for knowledge communication in semi-dispersed work contexts seems 

to be that organisations cannot expect employees who do not have previous experience 

working together to form effective semi-dispersed teams. The ability to maintain a 

coherent sense of identity across multiple teams can thus be seen as a challenge. This 

challenge may emerge as interpersonal conflicts if team members are not aware of the 

different professional identities and the different knowledge communication practices 

associated with these identities.  

 In the light of RQ2 in the thesis, which focuses on the intersection of identity and 

knowledge communication, idiosyncratic perceptions of knowledge can be seen as a 

core aspect of identity in professional contexts. Different perceptions of knowledge can 

be seen as preferences for different aspects of the knowledge communication process. 

For example, an employee may find a sense of professional identity in the 

transformation of knowledge through socialisation and combination, while another may 

find professional pride in internalising and externalising organisational knowledge with 

an aim to retain and communicate knowledge without transforming it. The social aspect 

of identity, and the sense of meaning provided through the identification with like-

minded individuals in a CoP, suggests that employees may seek to build communities 

with employees sharing their perception of knowledge, thereby building a shared, social 

identity founded on the perception of knowledge. 

 The recognition of the sense of meaning provided by participating and 

contributing to the practices of different communities (Wenger 1998) can also be seen 
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as an important argument for including relationships as well as identity in the present 

multidisciplinary literature review in order to gain an understanding of how employees 

make sense of and communicate knowledge in semi-dispersed work environments. The 

next section extends the relationship focus in CoP theory by relating it to the theories of 

the ‘strength of weak ties’, trust theory, and Transactive Memory Systems (TMS).  

2.5 The relational aspect of communicating knowledge 

This section builds the theoretical groundwork for answering RQ3 about relationships 

and their meaning for communication of knowledge in the semi-dispersed work 

environment of HR Consult. Relationships can both be seen as antecedents and 

outcomes of knowledge communication. As an antecedent, a strong relationship can be 

seen as founded on trust and mutual understanding which in turn are prerequisites for 

communicating knowledge effectively. As an outcome of knowledge communication, 

relationships can be seen as strengthened if both parties feel they gained useful 

knowledge by engaging in communication with the other party.  

 The section builds on the arguments of the two previous sections. Section 2.3.7 

presented Wenger’s CoP theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Wenger, et al., 

2002) where the relationships among a community of practitioners sharing the same 

knowledge domain were essential both for creating a sense of meaning and identity for 

the individual and for developing the knowledge domain of the community. Additionally, 

section 2.4 presented identity theories emphasising the social basis for identity 

formations thereby demonstrating the importance of relationships for supporting the 

individuals sense of identity. This section can thus be seen as adding to both knowledge 

theories and identity theories presented in sections 2.3. and 2.4 by presenting three 

theories which deepen the understanding of how relationships support knowledge 

communication. Thereby this section also deepens the understanding of the challenging 

semi-dispersed work context (section 2.2).  

 The section focuses on three theories of professional relationships in 

organisational settings: the role of strong and weak ties in relationships and knowledge 

sharing, the role of trust in knowledge communication and the role of Transactive 

Memory Systems (TMS), in knowledge communication. I start by looking at what the 

strength of a relationship (or ‘tie’) means for communication of knowledge in section 

2.5.1. This is particularly interesting in relation to Wenger’s (1998) CoP theory, because 

while CoP theory suggests that communities built around a shared knowledge domain 
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evolve and develop that knowledge, the research on weak ties suggests that it is outside 

of your strongest social networks that new and useful knowledge is most likely to be 

found. In relation to a semi-dispersed work context this seems to present a case for 

connecting dispersed employees with different knowledge domains and social networks, 

as this will most likely spark new knowledge. However, the strength of weak tie research 

also shows that trust relationships are necessary to leverage this potential boon. 

Therefore section 2.5.2 reviews trust theory to provide a deeper understanding of how 

trust and knowledge communication are interrelated. In a semi-dispersed work context 

with multiple team and project commitments, trust may be particularly difficult to build, 

as argued throughout section 2.2. Transactive Memory Systems (TMS, Wegner, 1986) 

are revisited in section 2.5.3. This concept was originally introduced in section 2.2., but 

this section adds a discussion of the theory in the light of the knowledge theories 

presented in section 2.3.  

 The role of weak and strong ties in communicating knowledge  

In  the knowledge creation theory of Nonaka and his associates as well as in the CoP 

theory  of Wenger and his associates, a knowledge redundancy can be said to be built 

over time; slowly the team members or community of knowers build mutual knowledge 

and get to know what the others know. The term ‘knowledge redundancy’ was 

introduced by Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995), but they argue that despite the typically 

negative connotations of ‘redundancy’ in traditional management literature, an overlap 

in employee knowledge is a necessity for knowledge and innovation to thrive. Their 

argument is that if employees do not have knowledge of what others in the organisation 

know, they cannot build on the expertise of each other to create new knowledge and 

they will not know where to go to find knowledge they need but have not acquired 

themselves. However, findings from studies using Social Network Analysis (SNA) seem 

to contradict the value of a mutual, shared knowledge domain. In SNA theory the strong 

knowledge relations similar to the relations within a Community of Practice are termed 

‘strong ties’. Granovetter (1973) argues that the knowledge redundancy in a group with 

strong ties means that to gain novel knowledge, people need to go outside the strong tie 

network or community, because the weak ties at the edge of or outside the strong tie 

network have access to different knowledge networks; hence the title of Granovetter’s 

(1973) article, “The strength of weak ties”. The difference between a ‘strong tie’ and a 

‘weak tie’ is broadly defined based on frequency of communication (Granovetter, 1973), 

but has been re-defined within specific SNA studies with emphasis on particular types of 

strong ties.  For example, a ‘strong knowledge tie’ could be one where two parties 
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reciprocally identify the other as someone they share knowledge with on a weekly basis. 

Granovetter’s (1973) findings on the importance of weak ties build on a study of how 

people found their current job. Most often information about new job openings came 

from weak ties. 

These findings challenge the importance of strong CoP relations because they 

suggest that although you need strong ties to communicate knowledge effectively, the 

stronger the tie, the less likely it is that the tie will lead to novel knowledge. This can be 

seen in Hansen’s (1999) study of cross-boundary product development in an electronics 

company where he found that weak ties were most effective in simple projects where 

they facilitated cross-unit knowledge access. Hansen also found, though, that weak ties 

tend to slow down the communication of complex knowledge. Complex knowledge 

would in Nonaka’s terminology be more tacit knowledge, or using Kogut and Zander’s 

(1992) terminology less ‘codified’ knowledge. 

The different knowledge communication qualities of weak and strong ties have 

also been examined in a study focusing on the mediating effect of trust on the receipt of 

useful knowledge (Levin & Cross, 2004). Useful knowledge in the study is defined as the 

respondent’s perception of the usefulness of knowledge received. The study found that 

strong ties only seem to be more effective in providing useful knowledge, because they 

are more trusted than weak ties. When controlling for perceived trustworthiness, weak 

ties were more effective than strong ties in providing useful knowledge (Levin & Cross, 

2004), i.e. if the (self-reported) level of trust in a weak tie and a strong tie is the same, 

the weak tie will be more effective in providing knowledge perceived as ‘useful’ to the 

recipient . Like Hansen (1999), Levin and Cross (2004) found that strong ties were more 

effective at providing complex knowledge, but only if there was a high level of ability 

based trust (see next section for a definition of this concept). Two points of interest to 

this research project emerge from Levin and Cross’ study:  

1) Trust seems to facilitate more effective communication of knowledge 

regardless of tie strength.  

2) The knowledge perceived as most useful seems to be received from trusted 

weak ties.    

With regard to 1) the same interrelation between trust and knowledge has been 

found in the review of the literature on semi-dispersed teams (see section 2.2) leading  

to the conclusion that  trust is an antecedent and an outcome of knowledge sharing. 

Because the importance of trust for communication of knowledge was also identified in 
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my review of case studies on semi-dispersed teams (section 2.2), the next section will 

review theories of trust, and build an argument for how and why trust seems to be 

important for the communication of knowledge.  

 Trust as antecedent and outcome of knowledge communication  

Nonaka’s knowledge spiral necessitates an ongoing exchange between the individual 

and the social dimension, and between the tacit and the explicit dimension. Trust is 

mentioned briefly in later articles by Nonaka and his associates as a so called knowledge 

asset making knowledge creation between individuals more effective (Nonaka & 

Toyama, 2005; Nonaka & von Krogh, 2009). These articles thus argue for trust as an 

asset needed for interpersonal knowledge creation, but do not elaborate on how ‘trust’ 

can be defined or analysed, nor do they theorise on how and why trust can function as 

mediator for effective knowledge communication. In relation to CoP theory, trust can be 

seen as arising through participation and reification in a CoP, but trust is not treated 

theoretically as a separate construct by neither Lave and Wenger (1991), Wenger 

(1998) nor Wenger, et al. (2002). This section tries to fill these gaps by integrating 

theories on trust from applied psychology. The trust concepts presented in this section 

were selected due to references to them in the same corpus of articles on dispersed 

teams which was used in section 2.2 (see appendix A for selection criteria and 

bibliography for this corpus). 

Trust in this thesis refers mainly to interpersonal trust, or what is sometimes 

termed horizontal trust (Fage-Butler, 2011). However, trust may also be vertical in the 

sense that we can trust institutions, and in that sense the organisational context of 

individual team members may also affect levels of trust in a dispersed team at a more 

abstract level.  

Trusting behaviour, therefore, can be seen as both an antecedent and an 

outcome of trust, as argued by Baskerville and Nandhakumar (2007). As an antecedent, 

high team trust could thus be argued to increase the individual propensity to attempt 

communication of knowledge with high complexity and low codifiability. Conversely, 

trust is important for the communication of knowledge, because it functions as an 

inbound filter between the individual level and the social level; if I trust a source of 

knowledge, regardless whether it is a person, an organisation or a website, then I have a 

propensity to quickly accept knowledge from that source as valid. This could be why the 

studies by De Jong and Elfring (2010), Costa (2003), Dirks (1999), Rispens et al. (2007) 

and Spreitzer et al. (1999) have all indicated a positive relationship between high levels 
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of trust and high team performance. The correlation between trust and knowledge 

sharing has also been found in quantitative studies such as Chowdhury (2005) and 

Staples and Webster (2008), and follows logically from the seminal, though not 

exhaustive, definition of trust proposed by Mayer et al. (1995, cited 4744 times 

according to Google Scholar, and employed by e.g. Abrams, Cross, Lesser & Levin 2003; 

De Jong & Elfring 2010; Palanski, Kahai & Yammarino 2011):  

[Trust is] the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another 

party based on the expectation that the other will perform a particular action 

important to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to monitor or control that 

other party. (Mayer et al. 1995, p. 712) 

There are countless other definitions of interpersonal trust, but there is a 

tendency towards consensus on viewing trust as the willing exposure to vulnerability or 

risk based on beliefs about another party. Mayer, et al. (1995) also address risk 

specifically:  

There is no risk taken in the willingness to be vulnerable (i.e., to trust), but 

risk is inherent in the behavioural manifestation of the willingness to be 

vulnerable. One does not need to risk anything in order to trust; however, one 

must take a risk in order to engage in trusting action. The fundamental 

difference between trust and trusting behaviours is between a "willingness" to 

assume risk and actually "assuming" risk. (p. 712) 

In the quote, Mayer, et al. (1995) construct a distinction between trust as belief, 

i.e. an aspect of cognition, and the actions and practices founded on these beliefs, which 

they term ‘trusting behaviours’. A similar emphasis on the distinction between trust 

belief and trust behaviour can be found in Nooteboom (2011). 

Linking this to the discussion of knowledge theory in section 2.3, knowledge 

communication can be seen as a form of trust behaviour because we open ourselves to 

criticism from others by attempting to voice to our tacit ideas and reflections which may, 

if considered valid or at least interesting to the interlocutor(s), evolve into new 

knowledge, or alternatively just be shot down. Attempting to voice more tacit aspects of 

our knowledge can thus be seen as taking a risk. This argument is supported by McNeish 

& Mann’s (2010) literature review of the relation between trust and knowledge finding 

strong support for trust as an antecedent of knowledge sharing. To sum up, high trust 

may lead to more effective knowledge communication, because high trust leads to a 
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willingness to share knowledge and a willingness to trust the ideas and intuitions of the 

trusted parties.  

My model of interpersonal trust in Figure 9 (next page) is based on a systematic 

search for case studies examining the interplay of dispersed teams, knowledge 

communication and trust in organisational contexts (see appendix A and B for the 

details). I identified the trust concepts cited in the studies, then went back to the original 

articles presenting the concepts, and constructed the model in Figure 9 on the basis of 

those concepts. In the following, I outline each of the trust types presented in Figure 9. In 

the model, I incorporated Nooteboom’s (2011) distinction between trust as beliefs and 

trust as behaviour or actions. In the research design, building on interviews, this 

distinction is useful as it provides a lens through which to examine actions (observed by 

me or described by interview participants) as expressions of trust beliefs. 

The trust model in Figure 9 can be seen as an idealised system which should be 

considered as an open system influenced by other social factors omitted for the sake of 

clarity. It should be considered as a dynamic system where trust beliefs in the relation 

between individuals evolve based on the behaviour (actions) of the other, but is also 

affected by the corporate context in which they are embedded. This is reflected by the 

double arrows between all levels of the model. The societal level was excluded from the 

model for the sake of simplification, not because it is unimportant. The corporate 

context is included, both because it is a more immediate concern in this research project 

than the cultural, and because Mayer, Davis and Schoorman (1995) argue for the impact 

of contextual factors on interpersonal trust. The model does not reflect the impact of 

relationships on propensity to trust. For example participation in a strong CoP may lead 

to a propensity to trust other members of the CoP even if there has been no previous 

interaction between the two members. A limitation of the model can thus be seen in its 

singular focus on trust theories.  
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The perspective of the individual is adopted in the trust model (the 

‘trustor’ in Figure 9), therefore the beliefs and trust propensity are omitted for the 

trustee, since these cannot be perceived by the trustor. The relation between the 

two individuals is a dynamic and reciprocal one as indicated by the double arrows, 

and the terms ‘trustor’ and ‘trustee’ are only rhetorical means to emphasise where 

the perspective is put, and to separate the two individuals in the following 

argumentation; in practice, an individual could be trustor and trustee 

simultaneously, because a relationship is usually reciprocal. It should be noted that 

relationships never exist in the dyadic vacuum indicated by the model; they are 

embedded a complex interplay of social relations each involving different levels of 

trust beliefs and behaviours. Also, it should be noted that beliefs about the abilities 

of a person within one knowledge domain does not necessarily mean that similar 

beliefs will be held with regard to the person’s abilities within another knowledge 

domain. After these general comments on the figure, the specific trust concepts 

will be described in the following. 

Based on behavioural research findings, McAllister (1997) argues that 

individuals have different levels of ‘propensity to trust’, influenced primarily by 

upbringing and culture. This is supported by Mayer, et al. (1995). This trust 

propensity is sometimes termed ‘general trust’ and is measured in the so-called 

‘General Social Survey’ using one Likert scale item (Glaeser, Laibson, Scheinkman, 

& Soutter, 2000). However, according to Glaeser, et al. (2000), this measure is too 

vague to be useful in research. ‘Propensity to trust’ is included here only to indicate 

that trust beliefs are not influenced solely by the trust behaviour of the trustee or 

organisational context, but also by the personal history and upbringing of the 

individual. Trust propensity, like other aspects of the model, should not be seen as 

static: the propensity of an individual to trust others may change if trust beliefs are 

consistently confirmed or let down by the behaviour of others. 

Related to ‘propensity to trust’, are the concepts of ‘swift trust’ and ‘initial 

trust’. ‘Swift trust’ was introduced by Meyerson, et al. (1996) as concept to explain 

findings that teams who have never met may still exhibit trust behaviours. ‘Initial 

trust’, was introduced by Mcknight, et al. (1998) to explain a similar finding. The 

only explanation for the different terminology seems to be that the scholars were 

not aware of each other’s findings. Although swift trust is fragile and temporary, 

studies have indicated that high levels of swift trust do provide performance 
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advantages for virtual project teams (Jarvenpaa & Leidner, 1999; Kanawattanachai 

& Yoo, 2002; Robert Jr, Denis, & Hung, 2009; Zolin, Hinds, Fruchter, & Levitt, 

2004). However, these researchers have not examined how levels of swift trust can 

be increased. Nor do they offer solutions to overcome the temporal and fragile 

nature of swift trust in short-term teams. It seems logically sound to assume that 

individual propensity has a high impact on swift trust, since this trust does not 

originate from knowledge about the trustee, but the correlation does not seem to 

have been examined empirically. 

Both McAllister (1995) and Mayer et al. (1995) argue that trust is based on 

beliefs about the other, but they use different though complementary concepts to 

explain the basis of those beliefs. I’ll go over McAllister’s concepts first and then 

explain Mayer et al.’s concepts in subsequent paragraphs. McAllister’s (1995) 

concepts describe the origin of trust within the trustor as being either affect-based 

(emotional) or cognition-based (rational, knowledge-based). The two sets of 

concepts can thus be seen as complementary with some overlap between them. 

Affect-based trust seems to cover the familiar notion often described as ‘clicking’ 

with someone or ‘having good chemistry’. This notion is not directly associated 

with the three trust concepts proposed by Mayer, et al. (1995), however, trust 

beliefs about the benevolence or integrity of a trustee may be partly based on a 

sense of affection towards the person. But benevolence trust and integrity trust 

may also be founded on knowledge about the trustee’s previous actions, in which 

case they could be seen as arising from what McAllister (1995) terms cognition-

based trust. ‘Cognition-based trust’ describes trust based on knowledge about the 

other person’s previous behaviour; a person’s ‘track record’ of abilities, 

competencies and dependability leading to well-founded expectations about future 

behaviour from that person, regardless of whether one has an emotional (‘affect-

based’) tie with that person. Affect-based trust can also be seen as a sense of 

identification with the trustee.  

Mayer et al. (1995) propose the concepts ability, integrity and benevolence 

based on a review of trust literature at the time. They argue that the three concepts 

“appear to explain a major portion of trustworthiness.” (717). ‘Ability trust’ refers 

to trust in another person’s competence within a given context; an individual may 

have high abilities in some areas while being incompetent in others. ‘Integrity 

trust’ refers to the trustor’s perception of the trustee’s tendency to ‘walk the talk’. 

Mayer, Davis and Schoorman (1995) emphasise that integrity beliefs are high 



 

95 

when trustor and trustee share value systems. Thus, a consistently ruthless person 

may be considered to have a high integrity by another ruthless person. Thus, 

perception of integrity can be seen as closely linked to a sense of identification, 

because integrity can be seen as evaluated on the basis of personal values 

underlying the identity of the trustor Finally, ‘benevolence trust’ is the perception 

of: “the extent to which a trustee is believed to want to do good to the trustor, aside 

from an egocentric profit motive.” (Mayer, et al., 1995, p. 718). Of Mayer, Davis and 

Schoorman’s (1995) trust concepts, benevolence seems to be the one of which is 

closest related to McAllister’s affect-based trust, because it rests on a feeling of a 

close connection:  

“Benevolence suggests that the trustee has some specific attachment to 

the trustor. […] Benevolence is the perception of a positive orientation 

of the trustee toward the trustor.” (Mayer, et al., 1995, p. 719). 

Mayer, Davis and Schoorman (1995) emphasise the connection between 

trusting behaviour and trusting beliefs. They argue that the behaviours of the 

trustee are the basis for how the trustor builds trusting beliefs about the trustee. 

Reciprocally, the trustor’s beliefs have a high impact on whether the trustor 

engages in trusting behaviour towards the trustee. For example, if the trustor 

believes in (trusts) the trustee’s ability, the trustor is likely to exhibit trusting 

behaviour, such as asking for advice or giving certain responsibilities to the 

trustee. In practice, all 5 different trust beliefs (cognition, affect, ability, integrity, 

and benevolence) will interact to support split-second decisions about whether to 

engage in trusting behaviour.  

To sum up, McAllister’s (1995) trust concepts seen to emphasise the basis 

of trust as founded on either knowledge or emotion, whereas Mayer et al. (1995) 

focus more on how the trustee’s behaviour leads to different types of trust beliefs.  

This notion of ‘trust beliefs’ can, in the light of  Weick's (1995, 2001) 

sensemaking theory (see section 2.1) be seen as an aspect of retention of the 

trustor arising from the behaviour or ‘enactment’ of the trustor to change the 

shared ecology. Through a selective interpretation of the trustee’s behaviour, the 

trustor then forms beliefs which are retained and used as a basis for future 

enactments for example as a basis for deciding future engagement in the form of: 
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1.) sharing knowledge with the trustee, either in the hope that the trustee 

can help evaluate or develop that knowledge based on their competence (‘ability 

trust’).  

Or:  

2.) ask a question based on the belief that asking the trustee will yield 

useful knowledge. This behaviour could be seen as a sign of ‘ability trust’, based on 

the belief that the trustee will be helpful (‘benevolence trust’). Asking for help can 

also be a sign of ‘integrity trust’, because it can be a sign that the trustor believes 

the trustee will not violate confidentiality and that trustor believes that asking will 

not be seen as weakness which could jeopardise the trustor’s position. 

 

 

 

This notion of belief is based on behaviour from the perspective of Weick's 

sensemaking, the trustee’s behaviour can be seen as an enactment changing the 

shared ecology of trustor/trustee. Through a selective interpretation of the 

trustee’s behaviour, the trustor then forms beliefs which are retained and used as a 

basis for future enactments, for example as a basis for deciding future trust 

behaviour. One example of knowledge communication as trust behaviour could be 

sharing knowledge with the trustee, either in the hope that the trustee can help 

evaluate or develop that knowledge based on their competence, i.e. as an 

expression of ability trust. Another example could be asking for help when lacking 

the knowledge or experience to complete a task. This behaviour could be seen as 

taking a risk, because it exposes the trustor the risk of being seen as inexperienced 

or incompetent. Asking for help can therefore be seen as a trust behaviour based 

on the belief that asking the trustee will yield useful knowledge, i.e. ability trust, 

but can also be seen as a trust belief about the helpfulness of the trustee, i.e. an 

expression of ‘benevolence’ trust and that the trustee will act in accordance with 

the values and practices the trustee has previously exhibited, i.e. an expression of 

trust towards the trustee’s ‘integrity’. As the analysis of these examples shows, 

determining the beliefs underlying an action can be difficult. 
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 Linking knowledge creation (Nonaka) and Communities of Practice 
(Wenger) to Transactive Memory Systems (TMS) theory 

In section 2.2.3, the theory of Transactive Memory Systems (TMS) was introduced 

in relation to the semi-dispersed work context. The present section returns to TMS 

to review it in the light of the knowledge theories reviewed in section 2.3. The 

integration of these theories contributes to the advancement of both Nonaka’s 

knowledge creation theories and Wenger’s Communities of Practice theories by 

introducing a different type of knowledge, namely knowledge about where 

expertise is located within the community. By using others in the network or team 

as ‘memories’ for knowledge not held by the individual, a team can thus become 

more than the sum of the parts, as illustrated by Hollingshead and Brandon’s 

(2003) research, presented in section 2.2.3, who demonstrated that individuals 

were better able to activate their own knowledge domain if they knew they were 

solely responsible for that domain, while others’ in the team had their own areas of 

expertise which could be activated by them as needed. This seems to allow each 

team member to focus on their area of expertise. 

 Wegner (1986) uses the dyadic relation of a couple wheras Wenger has 

larger communities as his level of analysis . But despite this difference there are 

noteworthy similarities between the theorie. Like Wenger, Wegner (1986, 1991) 

uses the concept domain to describe a situated, evolving body of knowledge, but in 

opposition to Wenger (1998), Wegner’s (1986, 1991) theory  of Transactive 

Memory Theory argues that couples build separate rather than shared knowledge 

domains. Wegner (1991) found evidence of couples where one party would be 

offended if the other intruded on their knowledge domain. By being in charge of 

each their own domain of knowledge, a couple can build on the tacit expertise of 

each person, thereby collectively becoming more adept at solving challenges than 

if they had shared responsibility for all aspects of the domain.  

Comparing TMS to Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) notion of knowledge 

redundancy, it could be argued that knowing ‘who knows what’ rather than 

acquiring the knowledge others have should be the focus for organisations when 

building organisational knowledge communication processes. Similarly, in working 

with organisational Communities of Practice, awareness of sub-domains within the 

community may contribute to efficient knowledge creation and communication 

within the community, precisely because of the differences rather than the 

similarities in the community. Conversely, the inability to build on domain 
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differences may prevent people sharing a domain from building a CoP. Knowledge 

hoarding provides an example of this where the individual perception of the value 

of personally held knowledge prevents an individual from sharing it with others. 

Presumably, a network sharing a domain but without a practice of communicating, 

or reifying,  their knowledge domain would still find identity and meaning in what 

they do; in Weick’s terms, they would make sense of the network by building an 

identity of opposition, rather than of community. Wenger (1998) does include non-

participation in a community as a form of identity formation, but this is realised as 

adjunct to his main theory of identity as situated in Communities of Practice, 

whereas in Wegner’s theory of Transactive Memory Systems, the difference 

between subdomains and the division of labour between them are central to the 

maintenance and evolution of knowledge. 

 Discussion of relationship theory in the light of Weick’s theories of 
sensemaking 

This section discusses ‘the strength of weak ties’, trust theory and TMS theory in 

the light of Weick’s (1995, 2001) sensemaking. Reliance on strong or weak ties to 

find new knowledge can be seen as a preference depending on the sensemaking 

perspective of the knowledge seeker; some people may have a preference, based 

on their identity and previous experiences (i.e. their retention) for seeking 

knowledge mainly within their network of strong ties, or to be bolder and go 

beyond the strong ties to seek new knowledge among weaker ties. These weaker 

ties could be someone with whom the person seeking new knowledge has had little 

previous relations, or it could be someone known by a strong tie. There may also 

be differences in preference for building strong ties with people who are seen as 

sharing the professional identity of the person seeking knowledge, or for building 

strong ties with people with a different identity because they may provide a 

different perspective. Regardless of these preferences, employees may benefit 

from awareness of the strengths of building on both types of ties. Specifically for 

semi-dispersed work contexts, the sensemaking belief in the value of trusting in 

weaker ties may influence the effectiveness of semi-dispersed teams. 

 But trust beliefs, as argued in section 2.5.2, can be seen as based on 

knowledge of the other; without knowledge of another’s track record, it can be 

difficult to know whether to trust those abilities in the future. In the light of 

sensemaking theory, trust beliefs and the knowledge on which those beliefs are 

founded can be seen as an aspect of ‘retention’ formed through the ‘enactments’ of 
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others. In cross-domain semi-dispersed teams there may be a stronger need to 

focus on communicating knowledge of other team members’ competencies in 

order to build ‘ability trust’ beliefs about other team members. Trust beliefs seen 

as part ‘retention’ can then form a basis for deciding how to act in a given context, 

e.g. whether to attempt to communicate more uncodified complex knowledge or 

not.  This reflects Nandhakumar and Baskerville’s (2006) argument that trust can 

be seen as both antecedent and outcome of knowledge sharing. 

 Communicating knowledge about each other’s competencies can, aside 

from building trust beliefs, also be seen as a way to build a TMS (Transactive 

Memory System; Wegner, 1986). Particularly if a semi-dispersed team has 

different knowledge domains, it seems important for team members to know the 

strengths of different perspectives in order to be able to build on these differences 

as a strength rather than as a hindrance. This can be seen as one of the key 

characteristics of the ‘knowledge teams’ presented in section 2.2.6. As shown by 

Hollingshead and Brandon (2003) each team member may perform better within 

their own knowledge domain, if they are aware of which knowledge domains 

others in the team are responsible for. TMS can thus be seen as way to make sense 

of the knowledge strengths of different relations, both within a team and in the 

wider networks among employees in an organisation. 

 The next section represents a shift in the focus of chapter 2. The three 

previous sections (2.2 to 2.5) have built a multi-theoretical lens for examining 

perceptions of knowledge, identity and relationships and their relevance for 

knowledge communication in the semi-dispersed work context. Section 2.6., on the 

other hand, builds the theoretical ground for the method applied to analyse these 

three cognitive and interpersonal processes influencing knowledge 

communication in semi-dispersed work context. Section 2.6 will therefore provide 

an introduction to DA approaches and position the method of the thesis in relation 

to these. Because the main research aim and contribution of the thesis lies within 

examining how employees maintain a sense of professional identity when they are 

embedded in multiple team and project contexts with relations spread across 

different local and global locations, the positioning of the DA approach builds on 

mainly introductory texts. 
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2.6 ‘Discursive sensemaking’  as a Discourse Analysis (DA) 
approach to sensemaking in a semi-dispersed work 
context 

The purpose of this section is not to review the complex DA field, but to situate the 

DA tools used to conduct the final level of the analysis of the interview data. This 

section comes at the end of the literature review, because the multidisciplinary 

theoretical lens built in the previous sections and summarised in the table in 

Appendix E constitutes the main analytical apparatus through which the interview 

data was coded. This coding process provided an overview of interviewee 

perceptions of knowledge communication processes central to the research 

questions. The theoretical contribution of the thesis lies within the integration of 

theories of knowledge communication, identity and relationships to build a lens for 

understanding how employees communicate knowledge in semi-dispersed work 

contexts. 

 However, to analyse the coded passages with emphasis on the collective 

and individual sensemaking expressed in the coded interview passages, I adopt a 

set of DA tools building mainly on Gee’s (2011, 2014) ‘building tasks’ and 

secondarily on prosody (Cheng & Lam, 2011; Drew & Heritage, 1992), discourse 

markers (Schiffrin, 1988), and to a lesser extent syntax and semantics (Hjulmand, 

2012). The DA tools are combined with the multidisciplinary lens built in the 

previous sections, ensuring that focus stayed on the research questions. This 

analytical lens is employed as a means to analyse how interview participants give 

meaning and significance to the contexts and practices they describe. Through this 

analysis, participant accounts of their practices in the interview are analysed as 

being infused with their ‘sensemaking’ perspectives on the context and practices 

they describe. Focussing on the participants’ sensemaking about their practices 

does not constitute a revelation of a hidden meaning level within the interview 

discovered by the interpretation of the researcher, rather the analysis foregrounds 

the participants own interpretations to show how they make sense of their own 

practices. This can be seen as a ‘sensemaking level’ of analysis. At the linguistic 

level I combined this sensemaking level with a more linguistically focussed level 

combining analysis of prosody based on Lemke (2012), Cheng and Lam (2011) and 

Drew and Heritage (1992), and to a lesser extent analysis of how sentence 

structures (syntax), word choices (semantics) and cohesion and coherence 
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(Halliday & Hasan, 1976/2014; Schiffrin, 2008). Collectively I term this analytical 

toolbox, ‘discursive sensemaking analysis’.  

 Despite these delimitations of the extent to which the DA theory informed 

the analysis, a section on DA is necessary within the theory chapter in order to 

distinguish the DA approach applied in this thesis from other main DA approaches 

with different research aims and approaches to the analysis of discourse. This 

section will therefore outline the aims and assumptions of ‘discursive sensemaking 

analysis’, and situate the approach in relation to other major approaches in the 

field. In chapter 4, the analytical process of the ‘discursive sensemaking’ is 

described in detail. But because the thesis does not place its main research aims or 

contribution within Discourse Analysis, the section will not review the major DA 

approaches to the depth that they may deserve. While this may represent one of 

the main limitations in the thesis, it is deemed a necessary choice to reduce the 

complexity of already complex theoretical perspectives presented in this chapter. 

The section therefore builds on mainly introductory texts to the field of discourse 

analysis. I use Alvesson and Kärreman’s (2009) typology (section 2.6.1) as well as 

a comparison of my Discourse Analysis with other main approaches to Discourse 

Analysis using Wetherell’s typology (section 2.6.2). I then discuss the construction 

(or making) of meaning (or sense) by situating DA in relation to Wenger’s (1998) 

notion of meaning, Gee’s (2014) notion of meaning, and Weick’s (1995, 2001) 

notion of sensemaking.   

 My rationale for adopting tools from discourse analysis to analyse the data 

rests on theories focusing on the Communicative Constitution of Organisation 

perspective, or CCO (Putnam & Nicotera, 2009). The CCO perspective argues that 

organisations and organisational practices are constructed through 

communication (oral, written and multimodal) within and around the 

organisation. From the perspective of CCO, understanding how different 

stakeholders construct the organisation is therefore central to understanding the 

organisation (Ibid). This thesis focuses on how employees in a semi-dispersed 

work context maintain professional identities across organisational contexts 

through their communication of organisational knowledge. The CCO perspective 

has been argued to be based on Weick’s (1969) argument for viewing 

organisations as ongoing processes. (Bisel, 2009); thus the CCO perspective is 

linked to the Weickian sensemaking perspective described in section 2.1.  
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Due to the contested nature of the term ‘discourse’, it can be difficult to 

define the term. But a preliminary definition could be the one offered by Howarth, 

who defines ‘discourse’ as “historically specific systems of meaning which form the 

identities of subjects and objects” (p. 9). He makes it clear that this definition 

builds on Foucault’s archaeological approach. A full account of Foucault’s theories 

of discourse archaeology and genealogy goes beyond the scope and needs of this 

dissertation, but Howarth’s definition deserves some arguments which will serve 

to outline my DA approach more clearly.  

Howarth’s identification of systems of meaning as historically contingent 

suggests an ongoing negotiation of discourses. Here it may be useful to think of 

discourses as an interaction between, on the one hand, social and institutional 

discourses as forming a contextual landscape or background, which James Gee 

(2011) terms (D)iscourse while Fairclough (2003) uses the term orders of 

discourse. And, on the other hand, specific texts and utterances which Gee terms 

(d)iscourse. When I use ‘(d)iscourse’ rather than simply ‘text’ it is to emphasise a 

certain analytical perspective; viewing the text as (d)iscourse entails an analysis of, 

firstly, how the text constructs the social reality outside the text (i.e. the context 

and the relations, identities and practices in that context). Secondly, how the texts 

negotiates (D)iscourses by referring to them implicitly as a presupposed 

background, or by explicitly foregrounding them in (d)iscourse. And thirdly, how 

the text reflects the speaker/writer’s sensemaking perspective by foregrounding 

discourse elements, connecting elements and making conscious and subconscious 

linguistic choices favouring some meanings over others. 

 

The orthographic distinction between ‘(d)iscourse’ and ‘(D)iscourse’ is 

necessary because, if not adopted, it can lead to ambiguity. This ambiguity can be 

problematic, as argued by Faiclough (2005), because it can lead to: “the apparent 

redundancy of (organisational) ‘texts’ both being (organisational) ‘discourse’ and 

being ‘a manifestation of’ (organisational?) ‘discourse’” (919, parentheses and 

question marks are Fariclough’s). Though Fairclough does not use the (d)/(D) 

orthographic distinction he argues that the ambiguity can be resolved if we 

assume: “that ‘texts’ are (micro-level?) discourses and are located ‘in the context 

of’ (‘macro-level’) ‘discourses’” (919, parentheses and question marks are 

Fariclough’s). Texts and conversations can therefore all be analysed as 
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(d)iscourses negotiating elements of (D)iscourses in the contextual landscape, e.g. 

organisational (D)iscourses or cultural (D)iscourses . 

Howarth’s definition, building on Foucault’s work, seems to reflect a view 

of (d)iscourses at the micro-level as determined by (D)iscourses at the macro-

level. He implicitly argues that (D)iscourses “form” the available choices of the 

individual. A similar formative, or even deterministic perspective of (D)iscourses 

over individual agency can be seen in Fairclough’s concept orders of discourse, 

which he defines as  “a network of social practices in its language aspect . . . they 

control linguistic variability for certain areas of social life” (p. 24). Howarth’s and 

Fairclough’s perspective therefore seem to leave little room for individual agency.  

On the other hand, Gee’s (2011) approach to discourse analysis grants 

considerable individual agency through the texts and utterances of individuals. 

From Gee’s perspective we invoke, support, refute and negotiate (D)iscourses 

through our ongoing dialogues and the texts in our daily practices, thereby 

simultaneously making certain aspects of the orders of (D)iscourse real and 

negotiating them, according to Gee. Through this ongoing process (D)iscourses 

may be slowly transformed allowing a shift in power between them. Using 

Fairclough’s terminology, this shift reflects a shift in the power balance of the 

‘orders of discourse’. For example, what we might call a ‘fitness (D)iscourse’ has 

gained power in Denmark through ongoing focus on the health sector, media and 

in daily conversations among people, i.e. through (d)iscourses which reinforce the 

power of the ‘fitness (D)iscourse’. Part of the influence of the fitness (D)iscourse 

comes from extra-discursive phenomena such as the presence of people running, 

riding bicycles or rowing, often wearing outfits designed for their chosen sport, 

thereby consciously or unconsciously signalling their conformity to the ‘fitness 

(D)iscourse’. At the same time, you have people resisting or ignoring the ‘fitness 

(D)iscourse’. But because of the current power of the ‘fitness (D)iscourse’, even 

ignoring that (D)iscourse will be almost certainly be a conscious act on the part of 

the individual.  

(D)iscourses can be seen as a context which remains mainly tacit, only to 

be foregrounded in (d)iscourse when a speaker uses presuppositions and deictic 

expressions to indicate an expectation that the interlocutor shares the context, or 

when the speaker explains an aspect of the context explicitly to an interlocutor 

who does not share this context. Therefore, to include this cognitive element of 

mental representations of ‘contexts’, Van Dijk (2005) uses the term context model. 
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‘Context models’ constitute one type of several mental models which helps 

interlocutors to decide which aspects of the context they can presuppose in a given 

(d)iscourse, and which aspects need to be explained to achieve a shared context 

model through which the (d)iscourse can be understood. Therefore, Van Dijk 

(2005) suggests that ‘context’ should be seen as a participant construct, which can 

mainly be examined through the participant’s own (d)iscourse about that context. 

The identification of ‘context’ as a form of ‘mental model’ which is implicitly or 

explicitly referenced in (d)iscourse also means that the researcher can and should 

take this cognitive aspect into account when analysing (d)iscourse:  

A mindless approach to discourse, thus, is, as reductionist as a cognitive 

approach without real language users as persons, social actors and 

group members engaging in communication and interaction in social 

situations. (p. 163) 

Van Dijk (2005) terms this approach ‘sociocognitive’, because it 

emphasises the cognitive aspect of both context and social interaction within that 

context. Van Dijk’s (2005) sociocognitive perspective on (d)iscourse as a linguistic 

realisation of mental models can be seen as aligned with Weick’s (1995, 2001) 

theory of sensemaking as a process through which individuals and groups build 

selective mental representations of the equivocal and changing contexts in which 

they are embedded. Both Van Dijk and Weick also argue that the ‘context models’ 

or ‘retention’ are used as a basis for deciding how to speak and act within a given 

context. But where Weick, as well as Lucy Suchman, insist that such action is based 

on spur of the moment decisions only analysed and made rational in retrospect, 

Van Dijk (2005) sees ‘context models’ as a natural part of pre-planning how to 

speak and act within a given context. The socio-cognitive approach introduces 

individual agency through the notion of contexts reciding in the mind. In the thesis, 

(d)iscourses will be seen as reflecting the sensemaking of the individual. As such 

(d)iscourse can be seen as a discursive aspect of the sensemaking process. This 

relation will be discussed further in section 2.8.8. 

It should be noted that the choice of a discursive approach to the analysis 

of organisational sensemaking and knowledge communication does not reflect a 

perception that discourse analysis is the only way to understand organisations, nor 

that discourse (as text and language in all forms) is the only lens through which to 

understand reality. On the contrary, the reflexive philosophy of science position 

outlined in chapter 3 encourages different approaches and methods. But due to the 
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socio-cognitive nature of the research aims and the research questions, a socio-

cognitive discourse analysis approach seems the best option. 

 Delimiting the scope of the DA approach 

This section situates my discourse analysis  approach, within the two-by-two 

matrix of DA approaches offered by Alvesson and Kärreman (2000). The 

dimensions of their matrix are conceptualised as two continuums: the first 

between ‘micro’ (linguistic) and macro (social) focus; and the second between 

(d)iscourse autonomy and (d)iscourse as determined by (D)iscourse, respectively. 

I use this framework in this section to delimit the scope of my discursive 

sensemaking analysis. Alvesson and Kärreman (2000) built their model to provide 

a framework for situating discourse analytical approaches to avoid the tendency in 

organisational studies to use discourse analysis as a ‘catch-all’ for interpretative 

analyses. The model is reproduced as Figure 10 (next page) and below the model 

an explanation of the elements is provided. Although the model can be seen as a 

contribution to organisational studies, the model can also be seen as too general 

for the fields of DA and applied linguistics. Nevertheless, because the main aim and 

contribution of the thesis is not within the field of DA, Alvesson and Kärreman’s 

(2000) model can be seen as a way to delimit the scope of discursive sensemaking 

analysis.  
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Figure10: Matrix of discourse analytical approaches from 

Alvesson and Kärreman (2000, p. 1130) 

Alvesson and Kärreman (2000) visualise discourse analysis approaches 

along a vertical axis between the end points of, at one end, the close-range, ‘micro-

discourse’ level, i.e. the (d)iscourse level of specific situated texts; and, at the other 

end,  the ‘long-range’, ‘macro-system context’, i.e. the (D)iscourse level (see Figure , 

next page). The difference lies in the object of study for the discourse analysis 

approach, so having a (d)iscourse level focus does not mean that the (D)iscourse 

level is considered unimportant: “Rather, it means that the richness of the material 

and considerations of uniqueness are less visible and also somewhat beside the 

point. (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000, p. 1134). Similarly, a macro-level focus may 

well recognise local variation at the micro-level, these variations are just not put 

into focus, because it is the (D)iscourse level which matters.  
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The horizontal axis of Figure 10 moves from DA approaches viewing 

meaning and discourse as collapsed towards DA approaches viewing meaning as 

unrelated to discourse (left side of Figure 10). By meaning they refer to meaning 

“beyond’ specific linguistic interaction” (p. 1130), but they do not explain whether 

this refers to a meaning attached to the context, i.e. the ability of language to 

represent reality, or to inner meaning understood as the speaker’s intentions, 

thoughts and identity as reflective in (d)iscourse. Thus ‘meaning’ can both refer to 

social context and to the individual’s identity and sensemaking.  

The ambiguity seems to be aggravated by the absence of a distinction 

between (d)iscourse and (D)iscourse. The lack of this distinction between 

(d)iscourse and (D)iscourse in Alvesson and Kärreman’s model opens up for two 

interpretations of ‘collapsed’. On the one hand, ‘collapsed’ could refer to an almost 

1:1 relation between the inner meaning of an individual and the [d]iscourse the 

individual utters/writes, i.e. a cognitivist perspective. This definition of the 

horizontal axis seems to reflect a distinction between an utterance as representing 

the social world of the speaker (on the left), or discourse analysts assuming that an 

utterance can only be studied through its relation to other utterances and texts 

which form the contextual landscape of the utterance examined (a post-

structuralist perspective on the right side of the horizontal axis). The latter 

perspective reflects an underlying assumption that there is no ‘inner world’ to 

study. From this perspective the individual only comes into being through 

language, and identity is seen as a linguistic performance which is independent of 

inner meaning of the individual. 

On the other hand, ‘collapsed’ could refer to a heavy influence of 

(D)iscourse as not only shaping but determining what an individual can say at the 

(d)iscourse level. In this second sense, the axis seems to refer to individual 

autonomy in face of the power of (D)iscourse. If understood this way, the left side 

of the horizontal axis seems to represent the view that an individual cannot act 

autonomously because the [D]iscourses in the context limit and shape the 

(re)actions available to the individual. Alvesson and Kärreman use the word 

‘muscular’ to describe this power of discourse over meaning, visualised as the left 

hand side of their horizontal axis. An example of this from a micro-discourse 

perspective could be some forms of Conversation Analysis, where interaction 

patterns are reproduced according to social norms constraining linguistic options. 

The example of Conversation Analysis is also an example that the axis should not 
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be taken understood rigidly. Neither I nor Alvesson and Kärreman suggest that 

Conversation Analysis entails a view that see individual action as entirely 

determined by social rules of interaction, just that the research focuses on how 

rules of social interaction, such as turn taking, shape individual linguistic action. At 

the right side of the horizontal axis, (D)iscourses do not hold similar power over 

individuals. DA approaches at this end of the continuum emphasise that 

individuals and groups are free to support, negotiate or reject (D)iscourses. In this 

sense they act autonomously in relation to (D)iscourses, even though (D)iscourses 

represent an unavoidable context framing individual action. It is in this second 

understanding of the horizontal axis that I use their model in my adaptions of it in  

Figure 11 (p. 109) and Figure 12 (p. 116).  

The ambiguity of Alvesson and Kärreman’s (2000) horizontal axis is 

problematic, because my approach to discourse analysis can be positioned 

differently depending on how you understand the horizontal axis. On the one hand, 

I use discourse analysis to understand meaning (sensemaking) of individuals. 

From my perspective, language use, i.e. (d)iscourses, do to some extent reflect the 

value system and identity of the individual, and linguistic utterances can both 

represent and construct social practices. But (d)iscourse will always be infused 

with a rhetorical purpose which is specific to speaker’s purpose within a context  

(Bitzer, 1968/1992), and therefore instances of (d)iscourse can never represent 

the ‘true’ inner meaning of a subject. Analysis of discourse may, however, help 

point to ways in which even the rhetorical layer of the text reflect the speaker’s 

sensemaking process and the identity which this sensemaking is based on. This 

argument corresponds to the first sense of the horizontal axis, and positions my 

discourse analysis towards the left end of the axis. But if the other reading of the 

horizontal dimension is applied, I am positioned further to the right, because I 

assume individual autonomy within a frame of [D]iscourse. My approach to 

discourse analysis assumes that we do have a more or less stable inner self which 

we express through our [d]iscourses and our practices (see section 2.4 on 

identity), and I assume that we build on that identity when enacting, negotiating or 

refuting the power of (D)iscourses in our situated (d)iscourse. This argument can 

be seen as aligned with Van Dijk’s (2005) sociocognitive approach to DA in which 

he argues for (d)iscourse as associated with the cognitive ‘mental models’ of the 

speaker. 
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To illustrate my discourse analysis position, I have inserted it in into a 

simplified version of Alvesson and Kärreman’s discourse analysis model (see 

Figure 11, next page). I have adapted their model by including (d)iscourse and 

(D)iscourse on the vertical axis to keep the model consistent with my use of 

terminology in this thesis. 

Figure 11: Situating my discourse analytical approach within Alvesson and 

Kärreman's (2000) summary of discourse positions. (Adapted from Alvesson 

& Kärreman, 2000, p. 1135) 

Discursive sensemaking analysis can thus be seen as positioned in the 

middle of the vertical axis, recognising the influence of the macro, or (D)iscourse, 

level on particular instances of (d)iscourse. On the horizontal axis, the DA 

approach can be seen as positioned left of centre in recognition of the impact of 

both (socio)cognitive influences, such as identity, and contextual influences, such 

as organisational (D)iscourse and the organisational practices reifying 

those.(D)iscourses. I use a circle rather than a dot in the model, to indicate that I 
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see discourse sensemaking analysis as spanning a section of the axes, rather than a 

singular point. By starting an analysis at the more macro-level focus and moving 

towards a micro-level focus, the discourse analysis examines how the participant 

constructs their particular ‘sensemaking’ perspective on the semi-dispersed work 

context they describe in their interview accounts. The more micro-level analyses of 

analysing syntax, semantics and prosody are then used to support or contradict 

analysis at the more macro-level, thereby allowing for higher level of transparency 

in the analytical process. This approach facilitates my analysis of how employees 

construct their knowledge communication practices and the professional identities 

and relations attached to these practices. The micro-level analysis also allows 

analysis of how the sensemaking perspective is realised at the linguistic level of an 

interview statement. 

I agree with Fairclough (1992) that (D)iscourses cannot be analysed 

directly, only through their oral and written representations within texts, i.e. 

(d)iscourse in Gee’s terminology. Alvesson and Kärreman (2000) point out, that it 

is difficult to accurately account for both these levels in the same study (p. 1134), 

but I believe that it may be just as difficult to account for one without the other. In 

this respect, I agree with Garzone and Sarangi (2007) as well as  Gee (2011) that 

discourse analysis must go beyond linguistic description to analyse language in 

action within applied settings. Thus, I argue for the value of maintaining a level of 

interaction between the micro and the macro level of analysis of Alvesson and 

Kärreman’s (2000) model. This argument can also be found in Fairclough (2003):  

“one cannot chose between ‘big “D”’ and ‘small “d”’ approaches in 

discourse analysis: discourse analysis is concerned with the relationship 

between processes/events and practices (as well as structures), texts 

and discourses (as well as genres and styles), [i.e.] the relationship 

between ‘big “D”’ and ‘small “d”’ discourses.” (pp. 919-920).  

This has also been described as conducting research “at the intersection of 

language and social structure” (Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000). 

But while I share Fairclough’s delimitation of the subject matter, I disagree 

with the critical perspective of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) school with which 

Fairclough (2003) and Blommaert and Bulcaen (2000) associate their approach. 

The CDA approach to discourse is itself a diverse and multidisciplinary approach to 

analysing discourse (Blommaert & Bulcaen, 2000), but with a shared focus on: 
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“opaque as well as transparent structural relationships of dominance, 

discrimination, power and control as manifested in language” (Wodak, 2011, p. 

53). It seems to me more fruitful to go to the data without the expectation that they 

will necessarily reveal dominance and discrimination, but rather see (d)iscourse as 

a negotiation of individual and social identities, personal and social sensemaking, 

individual opinions and forces of social influence (i.e. (D)iscourses) shaping 

individual opinions and actions. Chilton (2005) also questions the validity of the 

emancipatory agenda in CDA. He argues that if CDA scholars have the ability to 

interpret and analyse discourse, they must rely on the same interpretive faculties 

that everyone relies on to interpret the intentions of the people they interact and 

talk with.  

Nevertheless, the discursive sensemaking analysis applied in this thesis 

can be seen as aligned with the ‘sociocognitive’ approach of the CDA scholar Teun 

Van Dijk (2005), as described earlier in this section. Also, the discursive 

sensemaking approach builds on insights from Halliday’s ‘Systemic Functional 

Linguistics’ (SFL, which Norman Fairclough describes as “the main source in 

Linguistics I have drawn on” in his CDA book on Analysing Discourse (2003, p. 227). 

These insights can be seen as firstly the view that language has three main 

metafunctions: representing experience (the ‘ideational’ metafunction), enacting 

social relations (the ‘interpersonal’ metafunction), and organising the text (or oral 

statement) internally (the ‘texutual’ metafunction); and secondly, the view that 

grammatical systems can be seen as forming an integral aspect of meaning-making 

through the linguistic options available. These choices are termed ‘lexico-

grammatical’ in Halliday’s approach and consist of both a semantic (i.e. ‘lexical’) 

perspective of selecting one of several terms to describe a phenomenon, and from 

a  syntactic (i.e. ‘grammatical’) perspective in terms of the linguistic choices of 

mood, agency, predication, etc. This approach to semantics and syntax as 

interrelated aspects of meaning making represent the ‘systemic’ view of language 

as a number of choices which can be seen as equally correct grammatically, but 

which represent different perspectives on the context, activity, or purpose 

represented in language. This can be opposed with the earlier Chomskyian view of 

grammar as ‘paradigmatic’, i.e. consisting mainly of rules of how grammatical 

phrases are related, e.g. NP-VP-DO. The lexicogrammatical choices can be seen as 

constructing specific perspectives on the context invoked by (d)iscourse, the aims 

of that (d)iscourse, and the practices, persons and objects represented  by that 



 

112 

discourse. Collectively, these linguistic perspectives can be seen as representing 

the ‘sensemaking’ perspective of the speaker, thereby discursively constructing 

sensemaking perspectives on (semi-dispersed) contexts, (knowledge 

communication) practices, (professional) identities, and the relationships 

supporting those practices and identities within a given context. 

But whereas SFL tends to analysethe metafunctions through linguistic 

analysis of the lexical and grammatical which build the metafunctions, discursive 

sensemaking analysis starts from the higher meaning-making level using Gee’s 

building tasks to examine what sensemaking perspective a statement constructs, 

which identities are represented and for what purpose. Only then does the analysis 

move to the linguistic level to analyse more specifically how the lexico-

grammatical elements realises this sensemaking perspective at the linguistic level. 

This ‘top-down’ approach is aligned with Gee’s (2011, 2014) approach to DA, and 

can also be seen as more closely associated with Van Dijk’s (2005) focus on socio-

cognitive aspects over linguistic aspects. Van Dijk (2005), however, presents a 

theory of how discourse is produced, and less a method for how to analyse this 

production.  

In recognition of Alvesson and Kärreman’s argument that the entire 

continuum from micro to mega discourse cannot be spanned, I do not attempt to 

analyse the grander socio-cultural (D)iscourses of the  macro-system context (see 

Figure 11, p. 109), nor does my analysis of (d)iscourse extend to the micro-level of 

analysing particular semantic use or syntactic form in depth. Instead, I start at the 

higher level of a sensemaking perspective in the semi-dispersed work context 

described by participants, and use linguistic evidence from prosody, syntax and 

semantics of an utterance (i.e. more micro-level analyses) to support 

interpretations of the particular sensemaking perspective on the context. Another 

delimitation of my analysis concerns the extent of the macro-level analysis. In this 

respect my analysis of the (D)iscourse level stays within the orders of discourse in 

the case company studied, rather than moving to what Faiclough (2005) and 

Alvesson and Kärreman (2000) consistently identify as grand or mega discourse. 

Thus, I do not extend my analysis to the level of society, as the discourse 

perspectives of e.g. Laclau and Mouffe (1995), or the early works of Foucault. I see 

(D)iscourses as competing for power, but with a high level of individual autonomy 

with regard to how (D)iscourses are enacted or opposed in specific (d)iscourses.  
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With regard to how [d]iscourse represents (as opposed to ‘constructs’), 

the assumption of individual autonomy in the thesis’ DA approach implies that 

interview statements are seen as representing meaning beyond the particular text. 

Both meaning in the form of the participant’s sensemaking about the semi-

dispersed work context, the knowledge communication practices within that 

context, and the values employed to justify those practices. While [d] will thus be 

assumed to represent cognition and social reality beyond the specific [d]iscourse, 

it simultaneously constructs an idiosyncratic sensemaking perspective on the 

phenomena represented. These participant interpretations and values both 

implied and made explicit by participants in their specific linguistic choices are 

seen as expressions of their professional identities.  

I use the term discursive sensemaking to describe the linguistic expression 

of this process of participant’s interpretations of their practices and identities in 

the interviews. To the extent such individually held interpretations are identified 

among other employees at HR Consult, either by the participants or the researcher, 

they can be identified as collective sensemaking processes and seen as expressions 

of social identity formations. These social identities can also be seen as ‘identity 

prototypes’ which exist as ‘mental models’ which participants associate themselves 

with or distance themselves from in their interview statements. Van Dijk (2005) 

does not mention identity as an aspect of his notion of ‘mental models’, but since 

identities also have a social aspect, it could be argued that this social aspect, like 

other aspects of the context, exist as ‘mental models’ shared by individuals with 

specific contexts. 

Having explained the assumptions of discursive sensemaking analysis in 

relation to Alvesson and Kärreman’s (2000) dimensions of DA approaches, the 

next section will delimit the DA approach in relation to other major DA 

approaches.  

 Delimitation of discursive sensemaking by comparison to other DA 
approaches 

This section situates my DA approach more specifically in relation to other DA 

approaches within linguistics and the social sciences. Wetherell (2001) argues that 

all DA approaches share a view of language as always in a process of change, and 

being adapted to specific situations to achieve specific purposes. But she identifies 

four main approaches which differ in their ‘research focus’ when examining this 
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variation in language use (see table 2, p. 118), for an overview). Because DA is 

often conceptualised as interdisciplinary or multidisciplinary (Howarth, 2000), it 

can be difficult to link discourse analysis approaches to specific research 

disciplines. Nevertheless, Wetherell (2001) argues for four approaches to 

discourse analysis in which there is some association with research disciplines. For 

example, her first approach, is typically associated with linguistics, because of the 

focus on examining language as a system of meaning.  This DA approach can be 

situated on the micro-level/autonomous quadrant of Alvesson and Kärreman’s 

(2000) typology, because of the lack of focus on the influence of (D)iscourse as 

determining (d)iscourse. I have visualised Wetherell’s four approaches to DA 

within Alvesson and Kärreman’s dimensions of DA (Figure 12, p. 116), and 

summarised Wetherell’s four approaches in Table 2, (p. 118). The table includes 

Alvesson and Kärreman's (2000) micro-macro dimension of discourse analysis to 

illustrate a fuzzy boundary between Wetherell’s four approaches to discourse 

analysis. This fuzzy boundary is illustrated in the use of overlapping circles with 

perforated borders in Figure 12 (next page). Wetherell too emphasises this overlap 

between the approaches: “Although I have presented these four approaches to 

discourse analysis as distinct, it will already be apparent that they are implicated 

in one another and shade together” (p. 10). Wetherell (2001) uses the terms 

research focus , object of study, status of language, and individual agency in her 

typology. Each of these is represented in table 2 (p. 117) and will in the following 

be discussed in relation to my DA approach. 

In my discursive sensemaking approach to discourse analysis, which 

roughly falls under Wetherell’s third approach, the research focus is on how 

employees perceive knowledge and build professional identities around these 

perceptions. In this analysis, I consider it important to analyse how organisational 

(D)iscourses are invoked or opposed in employee constructions of their 

knowledge communication practices, but also to analyse how employees justify 

their practices in alignment with or in opposition to the practices and value 

systems of others in the organisation. The ‘Connections’ (Gee’s, 2011, term) 

between the practices in focus in the (d)iscourse, the past practices, and the 

current identities of self and others can be seen as patterns of identity 

configurations, which emerge as different participant interviews are compared and 
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cross-referenced.10  Figure 12  shows that Wetherell’s third DA approach spans a 

similar space as my discursive sensemaking approach (please refer back to Figure 

11, p. 109 for comparison). In Figure 12, the circles indicate the continuum 

spanned by the position adopted (Adapted from Alvesson & Kärreman, 2000), p. 

1135). The circles have perforated circumferences to indicate that they are not 

rigid positions, but have impact on each other and points of overlap between them.    

  

                                                        

10 The details of the analytical process will be presented in chapter 4. 
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A DA within the first approach in Wetherell’s typology would be more 

interested in the variation of language as a system of meaning than inquiries using 

the third approach would. For example, Schiffrin (2008) studied how discourse 

markers are used in a variety of contexts to structure (d)iscourse, thereby 

focussing more on the discourse markers than the social context in which they are 

used. The second approach could be exemplified by Conversation Analysis (e.g. 

Schegloff, 2007) would be more interested in the linguistic interaction between 

parties in specific contexts. Here, the object of study is the sequence of 

contributions in an interaction. The fourth approach, like the third, has research 

focus on patterns of language, but emphasises how language is constitutive of 

society and social rules. Therefore the object of study becomes the larger working 

of society. The third approach, to which my discursive sensemaking approach 

belongs, emphasises language as constitutive of much narrower contexts, in my 

case the practices in the semi-dispersed work context at HR Consult. This does not 

Figure 12: Integrating Wetherell’s (2001) and Alvesson and Kärreman's (2000) 
typologies of discourse analysis 



 

117 

mean that I do not see larger social and cultural contexts as influencing individuals, 

but simply that this is not the focus of my study. Fairclough (2005) makes a similar, 

albeit broader, distinction. On the one hand, he identifies discourse analyses 

involving “detailed linguistic analysis (e.g. analysis of grammar, semantics, 

vocabulary, metaphor, forms of argumentation or narrative, and so forth)” (p. 

916). This description can be seen as aligned with Wetherell’s description of the 

first approach to discourse analysis. In line with Wetherell’s fourth approach, 

Fairclough (2005) situates Foucaultian inspired discourse analysis focussing on 

“identifying the presence and forms of combination of recurrent and relatively 

stable and durable ‘discourses’ in texts” (p. 916). 

The four approaches also have different assumptions about the status of 

language (for an overview see Table 2, p. 118). In alignment with the third 

approach, discursive sensemaking analysis starts by analysing how employees 

perceive knowledge, professional identities and relationships sustaining these 

identities. Linguistic evidence is then used to support this socially focussed 

analysis. Thus, language is considered as constitutive of situated meanings of 

concepts and practices within the organisation. This links my approach to the 

arguments for seeing organisations as constituted as much by its structures as by 

the discourses within and around them, known as the CCO principle 

(Communication is Constitutive of Organisation, Putnam and Nicotera, 2009). 

With regard to agency, Wetherell (2001) refers to the ability of individuals 

to act individually despite the influence of the orders of (D)iscourses in which they 

are embedded). (see Table 2 for an overview). Agency can be seen as directly 

related Alvesson and Kärreman’s (2000) horizontal dimension. Wetherell’s 

description of discourse as both enabling and restraining individual choice in the 

third and fourth approaches leaves some leeway for the perception of individual 

agency within a specific Discourse analysis approach. My focus on the autonomy of 

the individual in enacting or resisting (D)iscourses aligns my discursive 

sensemaking analysis with Wetherell’s third and fourth approaches. As mentioned 

I attach considerable agency to individuals in deciding whether and how to invoke 

or oppose larger (D)iscourses in their context. The first DA approach on the other 

hand, tends to see agency as constrained by the need to fulfil social rules of using 

language appropriate to the situation, and appropriate within the micro-context of 

surrounding text and argumentative structure. Similarly, the second approach sees 
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contexts, albeit larger ones of interaction patterns, as constraining individual 

linguistic choices. 

Table 2: Summary of discourse analysis approaches based on Wetherell, et 

al. (2001), p. 7-15. 

 Micro-level (linguistic focus)                             Macro-level (Society focus) 

1st approach 2nd approach 3rd approach  
(roughly 

equivalent to my 
position) 

4th approach 

Research focus Variation and 
imperfection of 
language as a 
system  

(d)iscourse in 
focus 

Language in use 
Interaction of 

(d)iscourse & 
(D)iscourse 
emphasising 
(d)iscourse 

Patterns in topic or 
activity 

Interaction of 
(d)iscourse & 
(D)iscourse  

Patterns of 
language as 
constitutive of 
society and of 
people through 
categorisation as 
inclusion and 
exclusion 

(D)iscourse in 
focus 

Object of study Vocabulary, 
structure or 
functions 

Sequence of 
contributions to 
(linguistic) 
interaction 

Patterns in 
specialised 
language use. 
Language as 
constitutive of 
socioculturally 
situated 
meanings. 

Larger workings 
of society  

Status of 
language 

 

Linguistic focus. 
Language as a 
topic in itself 

language as a 
resource for 
studying 
interaction, and 
as a topic in 
itself  

Social/rhetorical 
situation studied 
through linguistic 
analysis 

Language as 
resource for 
studying society 

Agency Constrained by 
linguistic choice 
appropriate to 
situation 

Constrained by 
social rules of 
interaction. 

Language and 
(D)iscourses as 
both enabling 
and constraining 
Individual agency 

Language and 
(D)iscourses as 
both enabling 
and constraining 
Individual 
agency  

My examples of 
specific 
approaches 

Systemic 
Functional 
Grammar 
(Halliday, 
1984); 
Discourse 
markers 
(Schiffrin, 
1988) 

Conversation 
Analysis 
(Schegloff, 
2007) 

Socio-linguistics 
(Gee, 2011), CDA 
(Critical 
discourse 
analysis) e.g. 
Fairclough 
(2003) and Van 
Dijk (2005) 

Foucault’s 
archeological 
and Genealogical 
analysis (see e.g. 
Rabinow, 1991) 
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In addition to these four parameters of Research focus, Object of study, 

Status of language and Agency, Wetherell introduces a number of parameters 

which cannot be aligned with the broader schools or traditions within discourse 

analysis approaches. These include firstly, issues of epistemology, i.e. what is the 

relation between the discourse analysed and the reality being studied, which I deal 

with in chapter 3. Secondly, issues of generalisability, which I deal with in chapter 

four. And thirdly, the issue of the influence of the researcher on the data collected, 

which I will also deal with in chapter four.  

The third approach in Wetherell’s (2000) typology includes CDA (Critical 

Discourse Analysis), which includes the works of Norman Fairclough, Ruth Wodak 

and Teun Van Dijk. However, the multidisciplinary theoretical lens developed 

throughout this chapter meant a necessary, though perhaps unfair, limitation in 

the extent to which works of these CDA scholars are reviewed in this section. The 

thesis adopts a limited set of tools from prosody, syntax and semantics to provide a 

deeper level of analysis and interpretation than allowed by the coding process 

alone. The methodological contribution of the thesis can therefore be seen as being 

the integration of these multitheoretical perspectives in a coherent framework 

which can be examined through a combination of coding and a limited selection of 

DA tools. 

 Gee’s (2011, 2014) ‘building tasks’ as a tool for analysing discursive 
sensemaking 

Weick’s (1995, 2001) sensemaking perspective implies that when describing 

contexts, interview participants do so from the perspective of their own 

sensemaking, or the perspective of their ‘lifeworld’ in Schutz’s terminology (1973). 

When describing the contexts and practices in which they are embedded, 

participants can be seen as balancing a (re-)presentation of social reality which is 

consistent enough with other’s perspectives to be seen as valid, or ‘true’, while still 

remaining true to the values, identities and interpretations which is part of the 

‘retention’ of the participant.   

This perspective relates to James Gee’s (2011, 2014) building tasks which 

he uses to argue that all language essentially constructs one or more of the 

following:  Significance, Activities, Relationships, Identities, Politics, Connections, and 

Sign systems and Knowledge. The building task Significance, refers to the use of 

language to ‘build’ significance of the reality even in seemingly mundane 
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descriptions by selecting what aspects of reality (physical and social) to draw 

attention to. In this process, grammar is not simply a means to construct correct 

phrases, but is used to actively and (possibly) rhetorically in order to privilege 

some meanings and interpretations over others. Using Weick’s theory, language is 

thus used to present the sensemaking of the speaker. The privileging of 

interpretations occurs both at the syntactic, semantic and prosodic level. At the 

syntactic level, the elements in the sentence are ordered to attach agency or 

properties to certain textual elements over others, thereby constructing more 

significance for some textual elements over others. Semantically, the choice of 

words can be used to represent or construct different perspectives on the same 

social reality. The act of privileging certain elements over others relates to  Gee’s 

building tasks Politics which is concerned with how language is used to distribute 

social goods, not only literally by granting privileges and setting boundaries, but 

also more subtly by privileging some value sets over others or some perspectives 

on reality over others. In earlier sections, I introduced the notion of situated and 

retrospective nature of planning (Suchman, 2007) and enactment (Weick, 1995). 

These two theories of human action entail that (d)iscourse, seen as a form of 

enactment or situated planning, would be influenced by the context, the speaker’s 

existing mental models (value system, identity, perception of the context), and by 

the rhetorical purpose. But the context of situated oral (d)iscourse requires 

situated planning and some sense of a fit between (d)iscourse and inner meaning. 

 As mentioned, some DA approaches question the ability of language to 

represent the inner state of an individual or the contexts which are described by 

(d)iscourse (Wetherell, et al., 2001). These DA approaches can be place towards 

the the right of Alvession and Kärreman’s model (Figure 10, p. 107) The strong 

emphasis on the constructive aspect of language can lead to a neglect to recognise, 

on one hand, the ability of language to symbolically represent the physical and 

social reality of the context, and, on the other hand, the values, and identity 

underlying the perspective from which that reality is (re-)presented. This thesis 

tries to integrate these perspectives to argue for a discourse analysis perspective 

which builds on, but problematises two dualities of assumptions about language. 

Firstly, I problematise the dichotomy between a perception of (d)iscourse  as 

unproblematically representing  the inner world of the speaker, and the perception 

that (d)iscourse is dissociated from such inner meaning. The thesis will also build 

on Weick’s sensemaking perspective to argue that interpretations of a context, and 
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of the (D)iscourses at play eint it arise from an individual autonomy in enacting or 

resisting (D)iscourses. Secondly, I problematise the duality between the perception 

of (d)iscourse as always rhetorical, understood as strategically pre-planned to 

achieve a specific purpose, and the perspectives which ignore the strategic, 

rhetorical selection of (d)iscourse to achieve specific purposes, and induce action. 

The next chapter takes a philosophy of science perspective to further explore the 

relation between, on the one hand, (d)iscourse, and the inner being of the speaker; 

and, on the other hand, (d)iscourse and the social reality of contexts, practices and 

(D)iscourses which (d)iscourses symbolically represents. 

 Van Dijk (2005) argues for examining context not as a phenomenon 

external to social actors, but as a property of cognition in the form ‘context 

models’. It is on the basis of these ‘context models’ that individuals decide how to 

react to that context. Therefore he argues that to understand a context, we need to 

examine how the participants interpret that context. Although Van Dijk does not 

refer to Weick, Van Dijk’s perspective on context seems to be aligned with the 

sensemaking perspective presented in section 2.1; Weick also argues that people 

never understand a changing ecology as it is, but through the filter of past 

experiences and current identity. The notion of ‘changing ecology’ can be seen as 

equivalent to a perspective of ‘contexts’ as never static or fixed, but always 

negotiated through sensemaking processes through which ‘context models’ are 

built and through, the (d)iscourses which can be seen as discursive ‘enactments’ 

within the context.  

 To conclude on section 2.6, this section represents ‘the odd one out’ in this 

chapter in two ways. Firstly, the section does not quite constitute a literature 

review, but more an explanation of the assumptions underlying the use of tools 

from DA to analyse discursive sensemaking. Secondly, the section was not directly 

related to the research aims of the thesis, but represented the theoretical 

foundation for the final step of the data analysis: the analysis of how three 

participants in the study can be seen as prototypes of three distinct identity 

configurations at HR consult. The rest of this chapter will be devoted to a brief 

summary of the chapter followed by a discussion which aims to integrate 

knowledge, identity and relationship theory within a sensemaking perspective, and 

an argument for the realisation of this sensemaking in interview (d)iscourse.  
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2.7 Summary of multidisciplinary literature review 

This chapter has presented a multi-disciplinary selection of literature to address 

the focus on the three interrelated knowledge communication processes: 

perception of knowledge, professional identity and relationships. Weick’s (1995, 

2001) theories of human ‘sensemaking’ as a framework for understanding 

employee perceptions of knowledge, identity and relationships (section 2.1) were 

introduced initially in the chapter as a framework through which the theories 

presented later in the chapter could be understood. Sensemaking theory provides 

a lens for understanding human practices as grounded on selective interpretations 

of contexts, practices, and relationships, unified under the term ‘ecology’, and 

shows how the values based on past experience and current identity both 

influence this interpretation and the future actions of individuals in response to a 

changing context.  

 Section 2.2 was devoted to the challenges of knowledge communication 

practice, identity construction and relationship building within semi-dispersed 

work environments. The section thereby addressed tendencies in current 

organisational architecture towards increasing dispersion, facilitated by ICT 

ubiquity, and towards employee participation in multiple projects and teams 

simultaneously. In the light of sensemaking and the socio-technical perspective 

presented, the section argued that employees appropriate technologies for 

purposes and practices which fit their sensemaking process. The section finished 

by looking at the similarities between successful teams in semi-dispersed work-

contexts and made the case for rare, but highly successful semi-dispersed 

‘knowledge teams’. Knowledge teams can be seen as characterised first by their 

ability to use ICT to communicate frequently about not only the specific tasks of 

the team but the different knowledge expertises within the team, thereby building 

a strong Transactive Memory System, i.e. a meta-knowledge of who-knows-what. A 

knowledge team also seems to be characterised by their high level of mutual trust, 

allowing them to more easily communicate knowledge and delegate 

responsibilities to others with the right expertise. Finally, ‘knowledge teams’ seem 

to be characterised by their willingness to go against the expectations of 

management thereby having the ability to challenge the status quo in the 

organisation.  
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 Section 2.3 then built a vocabulary for describing knowledge 

communication practice thereby providing a theoretical grounding for answering 

RQ1 and the sub-parts (b) of all three research questions. The vocabulary builds 

mainly on Nonaka and Takeuchi’s SECI model (Socialisation, Externalisation, 

Combination and Internalisation). I adopted the model with the reservations 

arising from the discussion of the tacit and explicit dimensions of knowledge 

(Polanyi, 1966) which the SECI model builds on. The discussion emphasises that 

externalised knowledge, which is seen as explicit in Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) 

model, has tacit presuppositions, i.e. it presupposes that the knower internalising 

the knowledge posseses embrained, tacit knowledge not present in the externalised 

knowledge product. This argument entails that communicating knowledge is a 

complex process requiring interaction between knowers, and between knowers 

and knowledge products. In this discussion I proposed that knowers may have 

different preferences or perceptions of what useful knowledge is in terms of being 

more or less explicit or codified.   

Section 2.4 built a theoretical grounding for the analysis of identity (RQ2). 

The section first provided a theoretical grounding for analysing identities as 

mental models, or  identity prototypes, which can be seen as grounded in 

relationships with others within larger ‘identity configurations’ (section 2.4.1). The 

section built an argument for identity as discursively constructed on the basis of 

personally held values and experiences, which can be seen as a sediment 

grounding the discursive performance of different social identities in different 

social contexts (section 2.4.2). This perspective on identity can be seen as 

balancing and combining on one hand cognitivist or essentialist perspectives, 

seeing identity as a stable personal construct which can be accessed by researchers 

through language; and the more social constructionist perspective on identity 

arguing that identity is mainly a socially situated linguistic construction, on the 

other hand. 

Section 2.5 added a relational aspect, thereby providing a theoretical 

grounding for RQ3. The section was included to address the limited recognition of 

the importance of relationships for the communication of knowledge in knowledge 

management literature. The section presented theory on the role of weak ties and 

strong ties in knowledge communication, theories of trust, and finally the theory of 

Transactive Memory Systems (Wegner, 1986). 
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The multidisciplinary lens built through these first five sections of the 

review can be seen as the main analytical apparatus which was used to code and 

analyse the data. This theoretical framework has been summarised in Appendix E 

along with examples of how each concept was used to analyse the data. This coding 

of the data was used to select three interviews as ‘prototypes’ of the identity 

configurations identified in the coding process. 

The last section of chapter 2, section 2.6 defined and positioned the DA 

approach adopted in the thesis in relation to other DA approaches. DA in this  

thesis is not used as the main method for analysing the data, but more as a toolbox 

through which to operationalise the analyses of how participants make sense of 

the semi-dispersed work context through their perceptions of knowledge, identity 

and relationships. Therefore, section 2.6 is not intended so much as a literature 

review but more as a definition and an explication of the assumptions underlying 

this DA approach.  

2.8 Discussion of theories in the light of research aims of the 
thesis 

This section discusses the multidisciplinary literature review presented in the 

chapter. The aim is to integrate the theories to be able to fulfil the first research 

aim of building a multidisciplinary theoretical lens to enable analysis of the 

interplay of employee perceptions of knowledge, identity and relationships in a 

semi-dispersed work context. The integration of the theories presented in sections 

2.2.-2-5 into an analytical framework to support this analysis can be seen as the 

main theoretical contribution of the thesis. An overview of this analytical 

framework can be found in Appendix E, which in addition to brief definitions of 

each concept also provides examples of how they were used in the coding of data.   

The thesis adopted Weick’s (1995, 2001) theories of sensemaking as a 

framework for integrating the theories on the semi-dispersed work context, and 

the knowledge communication processes: perception of knowledge, identity and 

relationships. The thesis proposes ‘discursive sensemaking’ as a term to combine 

this sensemaking perspective with a DA approach to analysing interviews, 

interview participants’ creation of meaning, i.e. ‘sensemaking’, in interview 

statements and (d)iscourse within the specific context of a research interview. The 

thesis collectively describes the analytical tools used to analyse this (d)iscourse as 

‘discursive sensemaking analysis’. The assumptions underlying this DA approach 



 

125 

were described in section 2.6, and the steps of the analytical process will be 

described in chapter 4 of the thesis. This section will discuss how the three 

knowledge communication processes, perception of knowledge, identity and 

relationships can be integrated in a sensemaking perspective, and how interview 

(d)iscourse can be analysed through this multidisciplinary theoretical lens.  

 Integrating theorietical perspectives on semi-dispersed work 
contexts, knowledge, identity and relationships in a ‘discursive 
sensemaking’ framework  

Combining Weick’s (1995, 2001) ‘sensemaking’ perspective and Van Dijk’s (2005) 

similar ‘socio-cognitive’ perspective in a discursive sensemaking framework 

encompassing and diffusing the theoretical perspectives on knowledge, identity 

and relationships has implications for how those theories are used in the analytical 

apparatus of the thesis.  

The thesis assumes that in providing accounts of their practices, 

interviewees engage in a form of retrospective sensemaking (Weick, 1995, 2001). In 

this sense, their statements reflect their thought processes and are similar though 

not identical to the identities they perform in other social contexts. This 

assumption can be seen as grounded in Weick’s argument about how identity 

impacts on how we make sense of the situations and contexts in which are 

embedded. Weick argues that we have a deep-seated human need to maintain a 

coherent identity across different social contexts, and that this need for a coherent 

identity impacts on how we perform the different social roles which are called for 

by different social contexts; we don’t act and speak the same way when we are 

with our children, our colleagues, our parents or our spouses, but this does not 

mean that we do not have a coherent and deep-seated sense of self across these 

contexts, or that a researcher examining how twenty people perform each of these 

roles will not be able to find (d)iscursive and behavioural patterns which 

characterise each person across these social contexts. To sum up, the thesis 

considers identity to be simultaneously ‘essentialist’ and ‘socially constructed’. 

Identity should be seen from an ‘essentialist’ perspective in the sense that most 

people experience having an identity which is part of their essence; they use this 

identity as a lens for making sense of their experience of the social contexts in 

which they are embedded, and retrospectively rationalise their own behaviours to 

fit this self-image. Identity should be seen as ‘socially constructed’ in the sense that 

we always try to adapt our (d)iscourse and our behaviours to the social contexts 
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we are embedded in. I do not see these two perspectives as mutually exclusive, but 

rather as co-dependent, and co-constitutive.  

 When employees make sense of their semi-dispersed work context, no 

single approach can be seen as ‘correct’. From a sensemaking perspective, 

employees can have different perceptions of which aspects of organisational 

knowledge they perceive as ‘useful’. Thus the perception of knowledge can be seen 

as grounded in the particular sensemaking perspective of the employee. In the 

terminology of Van Dijk (2005) this can be seen as a ‘mental model’ which is used 

as a basis for deciding how and with whom to engage in knowledge 

communication practices. Because the perception of knowledge can be seen as a 

value-set underlying the practices an employee engages in, these knowledge 

perceptions can be seen as the basis for professional identity formations.  

 Sensemaking perspectives as guiding how ICTs mediate knowledge 
communication practices in semi-dispersed work contexts 

ICT when seen from a sensemaking perspective should not be seen as either a 

benefit or a hindrance to the communication of knowledge or construction of 

shared identities and trust-based relationships. Rather, technologies can be seen as 

being a benefit or a hindrance depending on how social actors adopt them to 

support their specific practices and the relationships associated with those 

practices within their specific contexts. This can be seen if the multi-disciplinary 

theoretical lens is applied to two of the semi-dispersed team case studies analysed 

in section 2.2. 

 The VT meeting studied by McNair and Paretti (2010) can be seen as a 

concrete example of how CoP boundaries beyond the specific business meeting 

studied are enforced and exacerbated through technology. Although McNair and 

Paretti (2010) do not use CoP theory, their description of the team history suggests 

that subgroups within the team can be understood as CoPs existing beyond the 

work within the team, and that the CoPs divide the semi-dispersed team. ICTs 

mediating the relations in the specific team meeting analysed by McNair and 

Paretti (2010) include the PowerPoints and the audio-conferencing software 

controlled by the US team leader preventing the dispersed EU team members from 

making side remarks to each other, and from hearing any side remarks between 

the co-located US team members. In this specific context, ICTs are used to enforce 

and uphold power relations between the two subgroups within the team. Thereby 
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ICTs can be seen as enforcing boundaries between the CoPs forged among 

employees into two subgroups with different perceptions of the shared knowledge 

domain. Because the identity of each subgroup seems to be so inextricably bound 

to their perception of knowledge, the American part of the team seems to be 

unwilling if not unable to examine whether the European team members’ solution 

to the challenge at hand in the team might be a more fruitful path to explore. In the 

terminology of Weick (1995, 2001), the ‘retention’ system of current identity and 

past experience causes the American team members to ‘select’ the aspects of the 

European arguments which they are able to argue against from their own 

perspective, while ignoring any European arguments which cannot be addressed 

or explained from their own perspective. The case can be seen as an instance of 

what Piri, et al. (2012) term ‘negative sensemaking’, because the sensemaking of 

subgroups within the team potentially hinder the success of the team’s task and 

the ability of the team to reach their shared goals effectively. ‘Negative 

sensemaking’ can thus be seen as an interpretation of the situation which leads to 

practices which are counterproductive to the goal of the team. 

 As a contrast to McNair and Paretti (2010), Scott (2013) studies a team 

where frequent ICT mediated communication was used to ignite a team spirit, and 

build a team which, by both their own standards and those of their organisation 

were seen as highly effective. This successful case of organisational knowledge 

communication can be seen as exceptional, because it occurred in perhaps the 

most notoriously problematic semi-dispersed contexts, namely one where 

software development was being outsourced from a co-located organisation in the 

US to India, and the higher paid US team members collaborated with Indian team 

members on a software development project. 

 Perceptions of when, to whom and why specific knowledge is seen as 
‘useful’ 

The case presented by McNair and Paretti (2010) (summarised in the previous 

section) links the discussion of the socio-technical perspective to knowledge 

through the notion of usefulness which was presented in section 2.2. Like 

technologies, knowledge and perceptions of knowledge as useful or not in a given 

context can also be seen as dependent on the sensemaking of the individual and 

the groups the individual identifies with. This perception of knowledge as 

perspectives can be seen as an extension of Nonaka & Takeudhi’s (1995) SECI 

model. Within the same knowledge domain, knowers and the CoPs in which they 
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are embedded can be seen as having preferences for different aspects of 

knowledge and for different knowledge conversion processes; for example, some 

employees may have a preference for codified knowledge with a higher emphasis of 

the explicit over the tacit. This can be seen as an aspect of the professional identity 

of an individual, and may lead to knowledge communication practices reflecting 

such a perception of knowledge. In the example just mentioned, an individual 

might emphasise compliance with the existing knowledge, codified knowledge 

when communicating with colleagues thereby emphasising the internalisation and 

externalisation steps of Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) SECI model; this can also be 

seen as a more static perception of knowledge reflecting the theories of knowledge 

presented in section 2.3.1. On the other hand, an employee with a preference for 

perceiving knowledge as a process (demonstrated through a preference for 

socialisation and combination steps of Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) SECI model), 

might find a higher level of perceived usefulness as knowledge is transformed, 

adapted and thereby situated (Lave & Wenger’s, 1991 term) within a specific 

context and purpose of application. 

Section 2.3 on perceptions of knowledge refrained from employing the 

definition of knowledge which is often adopted in the knowledge management 

literature. This definition often builds on some form of the knowledge definition 

from antiquity, defining knowledge as “justified true belief” (e.g. Nonaka & 

Takeuchi, 1995, p. 58). Instead Van Dijk’s (2005) definition was adopted, because 

knowledge from his perspective is not justified as ‘true’, but is believed to be true 

by a specific ‘(epistemic ) community’ at a specific point in time:  

“Shared beliefs satisfying the specific (epistemic) criteria of an 

(epistemic) community. … Each community, or historical moment of a 

community, has its own criteria that allow members to establish that 

some beliefs are treated and shared as knowledge, whereas others are 

not” (Van Dijk, 2005, p. 73) 

I adopted Van Dijk’s definition of knowledge, because it shares Weick’s 

insight that human beings do not perceive the world as it is, but through the filter 

of their simultaneously individual and social identities and experiences. This 

definition also contains the notion that knowledge is only shared within an 

(epistemic) community if that community considers the knowledge to be both true 

in the light of the epistemic criteria of the community, as well as useful to the 

practices of the community. 
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This theorisation of knowledge as depending on the sensemaking of 

specific (epistemic) communities should not be seen as categorical or as 

necessarily inhibiting communication of knowledge between different (epistemic) 

communities. But employees and organisations may not necessarily be aware of 

these communities; there might be a tendency in organisations to assume that 

employees in the R&D are necessarily the knowledge creators, while sales staff and 

consultants necessarily live up to management expectations to deliver knowledge 

products as they are without changing or transforming products to client contexts. 

This may not present a problem in an organisation selling a tangible product, such 

as tractors, but in the service sector, products may be intangible knowledge, and 

the notion of situated knowledge may lead sales staff and consultants to adapt and 

transform knowledge products to client contexts. 

If organisations are aware that knowledge creation may occur at all levels 

and departments, there could be a considerable learning opportunity which could 

benefit the entire organisation. On the other hand, if employees do not recognise 

and respect each other’s different perceptions of knowledge and the knowledge 

communication practices associated with these, it could lead to miscommunication 

and misunderstanding, and potentially exacerbate the divide between employee 

groups.  

 Identity prototypes as both cognitive and social 

With regard to identities, interview participants can be seen, on the basis of Weick 

(1995, 2001) and the review of identity theory in section 2.4, as making sense of 

their contexts and practices through their mental models of the identity prototypes 

with which they associate themselves. Jansen (2014) describes ‘prototypes’ as 

socially constructed archetypes or ‘mental models’, which are continuously 

(re)produced through interaction between social actors within a specific context. 

Because prototypes are social as well as cognitive, employees can analytically be 

seen as part of ‘identity configurations’. Weick also conceptualises sensemaking as 

both (social) cognition, through the notions of ‘selection’ and ‘retention’, and as 

social practices, through the notion of ‘enactment’. ‘Enactment’ also captures the 

notion that actions are always founded on the (inter-) subjective sensemaking 

processes.  

 Such ‘identity configurations’ evident in social practices, including 

(d)iscoursive practices, should not be seen as either rigid categories or as 
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communities in which everyone communicates and engages in practices with each 

other. Rather, ‘identity configurations’ are an analytical construct used to group 

employees who, through an analysis of their interview accounts, can be seen as 

sharing similar identities.  Because identity prototypes can be seen as mental 

models through which participants retrospectively make sense of their practices, 

they may emerge more clearly in retrospective interviews than if observing the 

daily practices in the organisation. If prototypes, as argued by Jansen (2014), can 

be seen as mental models accentuating both intergroup differences and intragroup 

similarity, then we might expect, in the light of Weick’s theory of sensemaking as 

retrospective, that participants in research interviews will describe their practices 

with a high emphasis on establishing a fit between, on one hand, the actions and 

situations they describe, and on the other hand the identity prototypes with which 

they associate themselves. Thus, I do not assume that there can be any universal 

truth to be discovered in the interviews, but rather that the interviews should be 

seen as a series of sensemaking perspectives on a shared reality. Each of these 

perspectives can be seen reflecting a prototypical identity of a specific identity 

configuration.  

These prototypes and the sensemaking perspectives associated with them 

can be seen as ‘enacted’ in patterns of knowledge communication practices. This 

theoretical perspective implies that to find solutions to the challenges identified in 

semi-dispersed work contexts (see section 2.1), we need an understanding of not 

only the patterns of knowledge communication practices, but the sensemaking 

perspectives underlying these practices. 

Linking this discussion of identity to discourse theory, the negotiation of 

identity can be seen as an interaction between, on the one hand, social and 

institutional discourse practices forming a contextual landscape, which James Gee 

(2011) terms ‘(D)iscourse’ while Fairclough (2003) uses the term ‘orders of 

discourse’. But as I argued in the section on discourse analysis (section 2.4) these 

(D)iscourses shape but, from my perspective, do not determine the discursive 

choices of the individual. Similarly, the need to maintain a coherent sense of 

identity limits the influence of (D)iscourses as these pass through a filter of 

sensemaking based on previous experiences and the need to maintain a plausible 

identity across contexts. Similarly, Billett (2007) argues for the “potent mediating 

role being exercised in these negotiations by the individual” (p. 57). 
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This perspective on identity as both having a personal and interpersonal 

dimension can be seen as grounded in Benwell and Stokoe’s (2006) theories of 

identity. Both Weick (1995) and Benwell and Stokoe (2006) argue for the 

individuals’ need to have a coherent sense of identity across social contexts, but 

identity formation in both theoretical perspectives can be seen as evolutionary in 

the sense that identity is adapted to the requirements of different ecologies. Yet 

despite this adaption most of the core identity and the values and experiences on 

which it is based remains intact. 

The next section will shift this discussion of identity towards the social 

and relational aspect, and how relationships impact on both the cognitive and 

social aspects of identity. 

 Relationships supporting situated knowledge communication 
practices and the identities centred on those practices 

Using terminology from Wenger (1998), the specific forms of ‘participation’ and 

‘reification’ in the practices of different CoPs can be seen as influenced by the 

perception of knowledge in the community and the identity prototypes associated 

with this perception of knowledge. The thesis shares Wenger’s (1998) argument 

that identity is grounded in ‘participation’ and ‘reification’ centred around the 

practices associated with specific knowledge domain of the CoP. But Wenger 

argues that it is the sense of community which gives rise to the social identity of 

the CoP. This thesis proposes that the sensemaking process leading to specific 

perceptions of knowledge can also form a foundation for a sense of identity which 

the individual seeks to support through the CoP relationships in which the 

individual engages. CoPs can thus be seen as arising through the sense of 

identification between employees sharing similar perceptions of knowledge.  

 The knowledge communication practices, as a form of ‘reification’, can be 

seen as the basis for building both TMS, i.e. a knowledge of who-knows-what in the 

community, and for building mutual trust. The formation of a TMS can aid in the 

ability of a community or team to build on the different knowledge expertise 

within the community. The notion of different knowledge expertise within a CoP 

does not seem to reflect Wenger’s (1998) notion of a shared knowledge domain, 

and can thus be seen as a different form of CoP as it is based on a shared 

perception of organisational knowledge.  
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 The research interview as context for ‘discursive sensemaking’ 

The perception of identity as sedimentary with a slowly changing core and an ever-

changing surface has a number of implications for how research interviews can be 

used as data. Firstly, interview statements, as (d)iscourse, can be seen as 

influenced by several social contexts which are rarely brought into focus in the 

(d)iscourse, but which can be seen as present in the retention of the participant’s 

context models. In this sense, Van Dijk’s term ‘context model’ can be seen as 

similar to Gee’s notion of ‘(D)iscourse’, which also consists of the unstated 

background of (d)iscourse.  These contexts include the semi-dispersed 

organisational context, the professional communities with which the participants 

associate themselves or, just as importantly, dissociate themselves from,  national 

cultures, and by the immediate context of the interview situation, calling for self-

representation in the best possible light.  

 I use discourse analysis as a means to untangle some of this web of 

(D)iscourses and individual perceptions and beliefs, knowing that my 

interpretations are only interpretations. Nevertheless, I build my interpretations 

on the assumption that although we all construct and re-construct our identities in 

the social relations we engage in, we do so with a need for that construction to fit 

with our sense of self, and fit the social contexts. This argument is supported by 

Weick’s theories of sensemaking (Weick, 1995). This sense of self may be a 

construction we build, repair, and reconstruct throughout our lives, but it still 

remains stable enough for us to construct a coherent account of our lives and 

actions, and it is this need for coherence across the communities and interactions 

we engage in which makes it possible to do studies based on interview data in 

which the interview statements are seen (however problematically) as reflecting 

participants’ (cognitive) sensemaking process and the (social) practices which they 

engage in, including the identity ‘prototypes’ with which they associate 

themselves. This implies that the analyses in this thesis will not take the interview 

statements as 1:1 representations of the inner states of participants or of the 

organisational contexts they describe. The interviews will rather be seen as 

expressions of how individuals make sense of their knowledge communication 

practices and the semi-dispersed work context in which those practices are 

performed. The interviews constructed in the dialogue between researcher and 

participant will therefore not be taken as representations of the “‘true’ inner states 
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of language users”, which Wetherell (2001, p.19) criticises, but are considered as 

representing participants’ sensemaking of the organisational context and the 

knowledge communication practices the participant engages in. 

 Discussion of ‘meaning’ and ‘sensemaking’ in Gee (2014), Weick 
(1995) and Wenger (1998) 

Gee (2014) argues for a socio-linguistic approach to discourse analysis starting 

from more macro-level layers and using linguistic evidence to support the macro-

level analysis. So from this perspective, DA can be seen as a discipline that is “tied 

closely to the details of language structure (grammar), but that deals with meaning 

in social, cultural, and political terms, a broader approach to meaning than is 

common in mainstream linguistics.” (Gee, 2014, p. 1). It is this broader approach to 

‘meaning’ and the analysis of this ‘meaning level’ which is the focus of the DA 

approach constructed for this thesis, whereas the linguistic level of analysis, which 

Gee (2014) refers to as ‘common in mainstream linguistics’ will be employed to a 

lesser extent in the analyses, and based mainly on an analysis of prosody as a 

discursive aspect of spoken language through which speakers both structure and 

ascribe significance to their spoken discourse. These steps in the analysis process 

will be described in detail in chapter 4. Because this study is situated within the 

framework of Weick’s sensemaking theory, but extends his framework through a 

discourse analytical lens, I term the DA approach ‘discursive sensemaking 

analysis’.  

 ‘Sensemaking’ (Weick, 1995, 2001) can be seen as the ‘process of creating 

meaning’. Because the term ‘meaning’ can be seen as a core aspect of both Gee’s 

(2011, 2014) approach to DA and Wenger’s (1998) theory of Communities of 

Practice, a brief discussion of how the three scholars, James Gee, Etienne Wenger 

and Carl E. Weick understand the interrelated concepts ‘meaning’ and 

‘sensemaking’. The main difference between the three seems to be the different 

frames of reference for the concepts ‘sensemaking’ or ‘meaning creation’. Gee 

focuses on meaning-creation as a macro-level outcome of language, and therefore 

focuses on the ‘building tasks’ through which we construct meaning in language. 

Wenger focuses on meaning as a social phenomenon arising from individuals’ 

participation and reification within communities, so his focus can be seen as 

grounded in the social interaction through which individuals experience a sense of 

meaning. Finally, Weick focuses on sensemaking as a basis for ‘enactment’, i.e. a 

basis for action and re-action to situations which challenge our existing identity 
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and previous experience. But there is also considerable overlap between the three. 

All three perspectives share a common core of focusing on how people ascribe 

meaning to the contexts they are embedded in, and that this meaning is 

simultaneously a cognitive and social phenomena realised (mainly) through 

language.  

 ‘Sensemaking’, however, has a narrower definition than ‘meaning’ as used 

by either Gee or Wenger. This narrower focus arises from sensemaking as 

positioned within Weick’s phenomenological perspective of how individuals make 

sense through the perspective of their ‘retention’, i.e. their existing, values, sense of 

personal identity, and experiences based on successful sensemaking in similar 

situations in the past. So even when describing their practices and projects, 

interview participants will always present these as seen from their own 

perspective, their “life world” in Schutz’ terminology (1973). Through this selective 

(re)presentation of reality in an interview, participants’ can be seen as constantly 

balancing a  

(re-)presentation of social reality which is consistent enough with others’ 

perspectives to be seen as valid, or ‘true’, while still remaining true to the values, 

identities and interpretations which is part of the personal retention.  

 To sum up this discussion section, the theories on the three 

knowledge communication processes (perception of knowledge, identity and 

relationships) unfolding in semi-dispersed work contexts have been integrated 

within a ‘discursive sensemaking’ framework. The discussion emphasised the links 

between the three knowledge communication processes and the implications of a 

‘discursive sensemaking’ framework for these theories. The next chapter 

addresses the philosophy of science perspective. The ‘reflexive epistemology’ 

(David, 2005) which the thesis builds on can be seen as the justification for, firstly 

integrating the previously mainly separate theoretical fields of sensemaking, socio-

technology, information systems, knowledge management theory, identity theory, 

relationship theory and discourse analysis. Secondly, the ‘reflexive epistemology’ 

can be seen as the justification for combining cognitive and constructionist 

perspectives on identity and knowledge. 
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Chapter 3: 

Philosophy of science - Reflexivity applied to a 

constructionist research design 

“All theories, concepts, and findings are grounded in values and perspectives; all 

knowledge is contextual and partial; and other conceptual schemas and perspectives 

are always possible” (Altheide & Johnson, 2011, p. 581-582) 

This chapter examines the epistemic and ontolotical assumptions of the study. As 

argued by Crotty (1998), the selection of research methodology entails a set of 

assumptions about the nature of findings that can be constructed using that 

methodology and therefore also a set of assumptions about the theories relevant to 

the enquiry. These assumptions can be seen as tied to particular philosophy of 

science traditions. Because this study builds mainly on the use of research interviews 

as a means of collecting data, this chapter examines the type of knowledge that can be 

generated from research interviews. So although I build on a constructionist 

philosophy of science perspective, I will build on current theories of reflexivity in 

science (Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009; David, 2005) to question the assumptions of the 

more radical constructionist approaches to language as data in scientific enquiry. 

 Up until the end of the twentieth century, there seemed to be a dichotomous 

division between the philosophy of science positions of the natural sciences on one 

side and the social and human sciences on the other. But through his reflexive 

epistemology, David (2005) encourages recognition of the different epistemologies as 

providing different perspectives on reality. David (2005) encourages critical 

reflection and questioning of the assumptions underlying different epistemologies. 

This ‘reflexivity’ does imply that all studies should mix quantitative and qualitative 

methods, thereby arguing for the value of mixed methods studies as can be seen in 

Tashakkori and Creswell (2007). On the contrary, a ‘reflexive’ approach to science 

entails selecting the right tools for the job, regardless whether the right tools for 

answering a specific research question are qualitative, quantitave or mixed methods. 

But regardless which methods are selected, the reflexive stance encourages open and 

critical reflection on the assumptions of underlying the research aims, the theories 

and the methods of a study.  
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 In this thesis, the choice of interviews as data collection method imposes a 

set of limitations on the conclusions that can be drawn from the data. Interview 

statements will always construct an individual interpretation of the situations they 

describe, i.e. a particular sensemaking (Weick, 1995, 2001) perspective. This can be 

seen as constructionist position building on the fundamental insight from 

phenomenology that humans always perceive contexts, relationships and practices 

through the filter of their own subject position (Crotty, 1998). Phenomenology can be 

seen as based on the inseparability of subject and object; as Crotty (1998) states, 

“[subjective] consciousness is always consciousness about something. An object is 

always an object for someone” (p. 79, italics in original). In other words, objective 

reality exists, but has no meaning without subjective consciousness creating that 

meaning. 

  This has two consequences for analysing interview data. Firstly, interview 

statements cannot be taken literally as descriptors of a reality outside the interview 

situation both because individuals do not necessarily do what they say they do. This is 

not necessarily because they lie in the interview situation, but because, according to 

Weick (1995, 2001) the sensemaking process involves attempts at aligning 

retrospective self-perception with current actions. Secondly, interview statements 

cannot be taken literally as descriptors of the participants’ inner world and identity 

as this again will be presented from the sensemaking perspective of the individual and 

may be presented with the purpose of positioning the self in a favourable light.  

 The realisation of the two consequences of a constructionist perspective of 

linguistic data has led to a radical form of constructionism in which linguistic data can 

only be used to examine the linguistic interaction within that data, and cannot be 

used to shed light on the world outside the text, according to Crotty’s (1998) book 

The Foundations of Science. Nor can linguistic data, from the perspective of this more 

radical position, be considered to have a causal impact on events outside the text 

(Crotty, 1998); Gergen (1994) is but one scholar who describes this double 

separation of world from text as a postmodern “crisis of representation”.  By this 

phrase Gergen (1994) refers to the implication of language being understood as an 

arbitrary meaning system in which terms gain meaning not through their relation to 

the world but through their semantic and syntactic relations to other terms. But the 

reflexive epistemology of David (2005) and the reflexive methodology of Alvesson 

and Sköldberg (2009) question whether the lack of a 1:1 relationship between 
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physical reality, subjective cognition and the realisation (for want of a better word) of 

these extra-linguistic subject-object relations in language. Alvesson and Sköldberg 

(2009) propose, in their discussion of what a reflexive position could mean for DA, 

that we might be able to build more interesting analyses if we include the 

perspectives as valid descriptors of a subjective perspective on both social reality and 

individual and social identity. One might argue that since individual actions and 

(d)iscourse are based on such subject positions, not attempting to analyse those 

sensemaking perspectives can be seen as overlooking an essential aspect of 

(d)iscourse. 

Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009) criticise DA for having a post-structuralist 

tendency which reduces the subject of scientific enquiry to language, and thereby 

reduces science to the study language as linguistic action only. Instead, Alvesson and 

Sköldberg (2009) argue that DA might fruitfully approach language from three levels 

of analysis: 

1.) The discursive level, at which analysis does not go beyond the text, but 

focuses on linguistic interaction and linguistic features of that text. 

2.) The ideational level, at which analysis focuses on the inner meanings, such 

as identity and values, of the speaker. 

3.) The action and social conditions represented by the text, which may 

include both relational, behavioural and institutional actions and conditions. 

These three levels describe the foci of my DA approach although, as I will 

show in chapters 4 and 5, I perform Alvesson’s and Sköldberg’s levels in reverse 

order. I start from the action and social conditions level, to look at employee 

perspectives on knowledge communication practices at ‘HR Consult’. I then move to 

the ideational level to examine the values and identities they construct through their 

representations of practice. And finally I look at the the linguistic means they use to 

construct their perspective of the organisational reality at ‘HR Consult’.  

3.1 Questioning the assumptions of radical constructionist DA 
approaches to linguistic data 

The phenomenological, ‘sensemaking’ approach to DA seems to go against the grain 

of established discourse analysis approaches. Within the field of DA the ‘discursive 

sensemaking analysis’ approach seen as aligned with the socio-cognitive approach of 
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Van Dijk (2005), and (Chilton, 2005) criticises the lack of focus on cognitive aspects in 

Critical Discourse Analysis. An example of a DA approach which is heavily critical of 

any attempts to analyse discourse as representation of extra-linguistic phenomena 

can be seen in Wetherell (2001). She argues in her introduction to Discourse as Data 

that since there is no single truth, there can be no ‘true’ inner states of language users. 

Therefore:  

“the researcher should not aim […] to reveal the intentions and meaning or 

beliefs of speakers or writers, or to see through their words to some 

underlying meaning, or to uncover attitudes or beliefs of which the 

speakers themselves are unaware. These are all large and dangerous claims 

for discourse analysts to make.” (p. 19).  

that accounts which assume unproblematically “that the talk is transparent and the 

speaker is a fairly truthful, neutral source of information, including information about 

her or his own view and attitudes […] would not usually be considered to be 

discourse analysis” (p. 19). I do assume that interviewees are fairly truthful, and 

when there are discrepancies between participants’ accounts of themselves and their 

practices, and others’ descriptions of that person and their practices. When these 

occur, they will be considered in the analysis as signs of lying or as evidence of the 

inability of language to represent extra-linguistic phenomena. Instead they will be 

analysed as signs of differences in sensemaking, and, therefore, as signs of different 

‘mental models’ of both the context and the identity of self and others. Furthermore, I 

assume that speakers are highly aware of the attitudes and beliefs which the analyses 

in the thesis draw attention to. So the thesis will analyse participant accounts of their 

professional lives and the identities of self and others as discursive representations of 

their sensemaking perspectives on the semi-dispersed work context in which they 

live their professional lives. Similarly, again with a basis in Weick (1995, 2001) and 

Van Dijk (2005), the thesis will consider those same views and attitudes at the 

participants basis for analytical frame for analysing their environment and deciding 

how to act in relation to it. Planning those actions can be seen as a ‘retrospective’ 

process, because it is informed by the ‘retention’ which is necessarily based on 

experience of events which have already past and identities which have formed as 

sediments over time.  

 But I do not assume this relation between language and extra-linguistic 

phenomena “unproblematically” as suggested by Wetherell (2001). I’m fully aware 
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that interviewees have an interest in presenting themselves as competent 

professionals when interviewed about their working lives. But what constitutes 

‘competence’ may differ depending on the perception of knowledge, the ‘mental’ 

models of identity ‘prototypes’ and the CoPs in which the participant participates. The 

DA approach in the thesis therefore aims to examine these socio-cognitive aspects 

underlying participants’ interview accounts. This can be seen as a ‘socio-cognitive’ 

approach to DA similar to (Van Dijk, 2005); “socio” because the sensemaking process 

is influenced by and partly co-produced with social actors in the context and 

“cognitive” because the process goes on within the minds of individuals, however 

much those individuals interact with each other. I hope to have problematised my 

access to any inner “truths” of interviewees. I am not arguing to that the analysis will 

“uncover attitudes or beliefs of which the speakers themselves are unaware”, which 

Wetherell warns (2001, p. 19) warns against. Rather, I assume that the experts on the 

attitudes or beliefs of a speaker are the speakers themselves. Therefore the purpose 

of the interview is to capture participants own interpretations and reflections about 

the their own knowledge communication practices and the knowledge 

communication practices of their colleagues, thereby gaining insight into how their 

retrospectively make sense of their semi-dispersed work context. The findings can 

hopefully provide indications of how to move us forward in building organisations 

supporting knowledge communication practices spanning the geographical 

dispersion of current organisational architecture.  

3.2 A reflexive constructionist epistemology 

The perspective on language presented in the previous section can also be seen in the 

reflexive epistemology of David (2005) presented below and in the reflexive 

metholodology of Alvesson and Skôldberg (2009) presented in the next section. 

David’s (2005) reflexive epistemology presented by David (2005) questions the 

traditional opposition between positivism and post-structuralism: 

 “This false binary opposition between those who claim that social causes 

can be proven to explain scientific knowledge fully and unproblematically 

and those who argue that it is possible to suspend such causal explanations 

altogether.” (p. 27).  

 Similarly, David (2005) argues that the traditional dichotomy between 

theoretical and empirical knowledge should be discarded. Rather all theory should be 
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seen as empirically laden and empirical findings as theory laden (David, 2005). This 

perspective entails both a sceptical view of positivism and a sceptical view of post-

structuralism.  Regarding positivism, he questions the unproblematic relation 

between researcher, empirical data and reality; and a sceptical view on the post-

structuralist perspective denying the possibility of accessing reality except through 

our constructions of that reality in language, through which we categorise and make 

sense of our experiences, thereby (co-)constructing the world. David (2005) points to 

the reductionism entailed by both empiricist and positivist positions:  

“To assume that everything is simple rhetoric [as in radical post-

structuralism] is to say that the only analysis required is discourse analysis. 

This is an exclusivity that is no more justified by evidence or argument than 

the counter-claim that the only factor required to explain reality is 

empirical data and the universal ‘scientific’ methods required to collect and 

order such data [as in critical rationalistic and positivistic approaches].” (p. 

28) 

Instead David (2005) argues for “reflexive epistemological diversity” (p. 29). 

Reflexive here refers to the view of complementarity between diverse theories 

(David). By letting the perspectives reflect back on each other, and letting their 

mutual criticisms force each perspective to ‘flex’ in response, the outcome of the 

research process will have a broader perspective on the heterogeneous reality it 

seeks to understand. In a similar vein, Alvesson and Sköldberg (2002) define reflexive 

methodology as based on “an open play of reflection across various levels of 

interpretation” (p. 271), and argue that: “the core of reflection (reflexivity) consists of 

an interest in the way we construct ourselves socially while also constructing objects 

(‘out there’) in our research”. Reflexive epistemological and methodological diversity 

thus allows research where the complementarity between otherwise opposing 

positions become more than the sum of its parts. This complementarity means that 

positions are not only reflected in each other, exposing weaknesses and amplifying 

strengths, but that each position ‘flexes’, i.e. is affected by this complementarity – 

exposure to the opposite view allows for more careful reflection potentially leading to 

increased validity in research. 

In this thesis, this reflexivity can be seen throughout chapter 2 where 

theories have been questioned the assumptions underlying the different theoretical 

perspectives. Firstly, the thesis questioned the perception that ICT mediation can be 
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seen as having any direct effect on knowledge communication in semi-dispersed 

work contexts, and the tendency to focus on single teams when studying and 

increasingly multi-team, multi-project context. Secondly, the thesis questioned the 

apparent objectivity of the SECI model, arguing for the possibility of a subjective, 

sensemaking perception of different knowledge processes as ‘useful’ for different 

communities. Thirdly, the thesis questioned theories of identity which focus on 

identity as either personal, and therefore cognitive and stable, or social (and therefore 

socially constructed and ever-changing depending on social context). Fourth, the 

thesis has questioned DA approaches which reject the analysis of extra-linguistic 

phenomena, such as identity, practices and contexts, through the (d)iscourse of 

interview participants. 

3.3 From reflexive epistemology to reflexive methodology 

Alvesson and Skôldberg (2009) argue that their Reflexive Methodology fills the ground 

between philosophy of science and methodology, which justifies the position of this 

section just before my methodology chapter. The PoS perspective presented in the 

previous section has implications for how interview data is treated, because it 

impacts on the type of information you can gain through an interview. Harré and 

Vanlangenhove’s (1991) post-structuralist theory of identity implies that individual 

identity differs depending on the specific communication context. Thus the identity 

constructed in language in an interview situation is an expression of the subject 

position (or ‘role’) which the interviewer calls for the participant to play. Identity in 

Harré & Vanlangenhove’s  (1991) positioning theory thus seems to reflect a post-

structuralist viewpoint where the individual does not have an identity which remains 

at least fairly stable across different social contexts. But as argued by Alvesson and 

Sköldberg (2009), the post-structuralist perspective “empties people of psychological 

content in too radical a way”. 

From the PoS perspective adopted in this dissertation, which converges with 

the arguments of David (2005) and Alvesson and Sköldberg (2009), the specific 

communication context and the (D)iscourses at play in that context affect, but do not 

determine, individual identity as expressed in specific linguistic interactions, such as 

an interview. The history of previous relations and contexts are brought into the 

specific communication situation thereby exerting a stabilising force on the subject 

identity. This argument reflects Weick’s (1995, 2001) theory of sensemaking, but 
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stands in opposition to post-structuralism in which identity tends to be reduced to 

social performance and linguistic expression. Gee (2011) emphasises that “making 

visible and recognisable who we are and what we are doing always involves a great 

deal more than ‘just language.’ [It involves] acting-interacting-thinking-valuing-

talking-(sometimes writing-reading) in the ‘appropriate way’ with the ‘appropriate’ 

props at the ‘appropriate’ times in the ‘appropriate’ places.” (p. 34. Formatting from 

the original). What is considered ‘appropriate’ seems to be determined not only by 

the specific context of an interaction, but also by an amalgamation of discourses and 

personal histories brought into the specific interaction by the interlocutors.The 

discursive sensemaking analysis proposed and adopted in this thesis should also be 

seen as reflecting the PoS position outlined in the previous section.  

To sum up, the PoS adopted in this project could be argued to occupy a 

middle ground between more positivistic and more post-structualist perspectives on 

language. This reflexive PoS position is consistent with the foci in my research 

questions, because all three questions focus on knowledge communication practices 

(the action and social conditions level), while RQ1 and RQ2 focus on employee 

perceptions of organisational knowledge and their professional identity (the 

ideational level). RQ3 focuses on the relationships sustaining prototypical 

professional identities at ‘HR Consult’, thereby bridging the action and social 

conditions level and the ideational level. Finally, my focus on discursive sensemaking 

and it’s realisation in the linguistic choices of participants fulfil the discursive level. I 

thereby build on Alvesson and Sköldbergs (2009) example of a more reflexive DA. 

With this clarification of epistemological and ontological ground on which the study is 

founded, the next chapter focuses more specifically on my choices in designing a 

methodology to answer the research questions. 
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Chapter 4: 

Methods used to analyse discursive sensemaking  

This chapter focuses on the methodological challenges of analysing the complex 

interplay of knowledge communication practices, professional identity and 

organisational relationships in the semi-dispersed work environment at HR Consult. 

The main data construction method in the thesis was research interviews with front 

line consultants, back office administrative staff and managers at HR Consult 

Denmark, UK, and Benelux. The interviews were supplemented by partitipation in 

formal and informal meetings at HR Consult Denmark, as well as collection of online 

documents and videos from the corporate intranet and emails (to the extent 

employees permitted access). The two analytical methods to analyse this data 

consisted of coding using ‘template analysis’ (King, 2012) and ‘discursive 

sensemaking analysis’ (my term). Template analysis combines codes based on 

existing theory, in this case the multi-theoretical lens developed in chapter 2 of the 

thesis. This template is presented in section 4.7.1, and reproduced in Appendix E for 

ease of reference. Section 4.7.2-4.7.5 focus on the DA tools and analysis process which 

form the basis for discursive sensemaking analysis used to analyse how HR Consult 

employees discursively make sense of their perception of knowledge, identity and 

relationships within their semi-dispersed work context. 

 The purpose of adopting the discourse analysis process as one of the steps in 

the analysis process was to analyse interviews as sites for discursive sensemaking. By 

‘discursive sensemaking’ I refer to participants’ sensemaking perspectives as, firstly  

explicitly expressed in participants’ own retrospective analyses of their own 

knowledge communication practices and the knowledge communication practices of 

others in their semi-dispersed work context. Secondly, ‘discursive sensemaking’ 

refers to participants’ sensemaking perspectives as more implicitly infused into their 

accounts through prosodic, semantic and syntactic choices, emphasising specific 

meanings over others.  

 Thereby the interview accounts reflect the professional identity prototypes 

with which the participants associate themselves, and which can be seen as a ‘mental 

model’ guiding actions in daily practices. These prototypes are, however, constantly 

balanced with the requirements of specific contexts, which explains why we do not 
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always do as we say. Nevertheless, understanding the configurations of identities 

around specific prototypical approaches to work in semi-dispersed settings may be 

important for understanding how to build more effective semi-dispersed teams. 

I use the term ‘account’ to describe interview statements taken at face value, 

i.e. the often linear, chronolical description of a past practices. “(d)iscourse” will be 

used when interview statements are seen as infused with values and sensemaking 

perceptions underlying professional identities. Aside from providing accounts about 

their practices, however, participants also engaged in reflections and justifications of 

those practices. These parts of the interviews can be seen as discursive sensemaking, 

allowing analysis of the accounts as infused with the values and professional 

identities, which were more explicitly expressed in the discursive sensemaking parts 

of an interview. So in providing accounts of practices in a research interview 

participants can be considered to make discursive sense of their semi-dispersed work 

environment, their perception of knowledge, identity and relationships through the 

accounts they provide and the interpretations and reflections which they attach to 

these accounts. Because this discursive sensemaking does not always occur at the 

surface level of their (d)iscourse, this chapter lays out the linguistic and discourse 

analytical tools I adopted in order to draw the discursive sensemaking more explicitly 

into the foreground. This discursive sensemaking analysis should not be seen as 

revealing a hidden meaning within the text or within the participant, but rather to 

draw the participant’s own sensemaking perspective into the foreground. 

 The relatively recent finding that employees in global, semi-dispersed work 

environments often work in multiple teams simultaneously (Daim, et al., 2011; 

Rezgui, 2007; Suchan & Hayzak, 2001), underlines the need to shift the 

methodological approach towards looking at semi-dispersed, so-called virtual work 

from an employee perspective rather than the current team perspective. O'leary, et al. 

(2011)  It may be problematic for the analysis of the challenges in communicating 

knowledge and building a shared identity and trust in dispersed teams if researchers 

and organisations do not take into account the demands from other projects and 

teams. Furthermore, my review of identity research in chapter 2 suggests an 

employee need for a social basis for maintaining a coherent identity. This may be 

challenged by the participation in multiple simultaneous projects and teams. My 

method of examining discursive sensemaking in the research interviews seeks to 

address this problem of focusing research on specific dispersed team processes, 
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thereby neglecting the full multi-team context of the team members. Instead, I 

examine the knowledge communication in this semi-dispersed context as seen from 

the employee’s perspective.  

Because the research interviews do not provide direct access to either the 

participants’ personal sensemaking or its realisation in employee enactment, I 

distinguish my approach from Weick’s (1995, 2001) by using the term ‘discursive 

sensemaking’.  

 I examine employee’s discursive sensemaking through the case study of the 

Danish, Benelux and UK offices of HR Consult. Details about the case site are 

presented in the case description, p. 151. I restate the three research questions below, 

because the operationalisation of these questions is the main concern of this chapter:  

 
1. Linking perceptions of knowledge to knowledge communication 

practices  
a) How do employees make sense of organisational knowledge at HR 
Consult? 

 b) What does this mean for communication of organisational knowledge at 
local offices of HR Consult in the UK, Denmark and Benelux? 

 
2. Prototypical identities based on knowledge practice and their link to 

knowledge communication practice. 
 a) How can these different sensemaking perceptions of organisational 

knowledge be linked to different prototypical professional identities at HR 
Consult? 

 b) How do different prototypes approach communication of organisational 
knowledge? 

 
3. Linking relationship constructions to knowledge communication 

practices 
 a) How are local and dispersed relationships used to support prototypical 

identities at HR Consult? 
 b) What do configurations of prototypical identities mean for 

communication of organisational knowledge at HR Consult? 

 

Each research question is subdivided into a question focused on 

sensemaking, and a question focusing on how the sensemaking is enacted in 

knowledge communication practice at HR Consult. These questions are addressed in 

the thesis because the influence of professional identities on semi-dispersed 

organisational knowledge communcation is understudied in the literature on virtual 
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teams. I also examine the research questions, because awareness among employees 

and managers of different prototypical identity formations may help design better 

strategies and processes for utilising the strengths of different prototypes when 

organising and managing both dispersed and semi-dispersed teams. My analysis 

process focusses on how employees at HR Consult construct sensemaking 

interpretations of the accounts they provide about their practices and their work 

environment. This focus enables interpretations of both the values underlying their 

knowledge communication practices, and their justifications for those practices. I 

consider these values as the foundation for professional identities in the organisation. 

Through their sensemaking discourse, employees construct their perspective on the 

social reality of HR Consult. These perspectives can be seen as the foundation of 

Weick’s retention aspect in his sensemaking model (see section 2.1), and thereby 

potentially form the foundation for how employees act in relation to their 

environment. Thus the sensemaking discourse of participants can offer insights into 

their justifications for enacting or resisting organisational (D)iscourses11. More 

specifically, each of the three research questions centre on a different aspect of the 

participants’ sensemaking discourse: perception of knowledge (RQ1), professional 

identities (RQ2) and relationship constructions (RQ3). Because their accounts about 

practices are situated within the semi-dispersed work contexts, they also offer insight 

into different approaches to technology use. I chose not to address technology as 

specific focus point due to the socio-technical perspective presented in chapter 2, 

where focus is shifted from technology to how and for what purposes a technology is 

adopted. From this perspective on technology, the configurations of identityfound in 

the analyses can be seen as usability profiles for ICT mediated knowledge 

communication.  

This discourse analysis approach adopts a reflexive perspective on language 

as (d)iscourse which is simultaneously representational and constructive. I see these 

aspects of language as closely intertwined rather than as binaries as they have 

typically been set-up. Through the use of language as both a representation of reality 

and a construction of our perspective on that reality we build our values, perceptions 

and identities into our descriptions. From this perspective, language can be seen as 

                                                        

11 I use “(d)iscourse” and “(D)iscourse” throughout the chapter without specific reference to Gee 
(2011, 2014). I recognise that Gee coined the concepts but will not add references when using the 
terms, as it might imply the arguments with which I use the concepts are his and not mine. 
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rhetorical in the sense that even when describing our social world and our practices, 

we try to convince our listener of our perspective. Thus the interviews in the study 

are analysed with the assumption that participants use (d)iscourse to negotiate 

(D)iscourses within the organisation and internal values underlying the participant’s 

professional values and identity. The concepts (d)iscourse and (D)iscourse, as 

explained in chapter 2, were coined by Gee (e.g. 2011, 2014) as a way of 

distinguishing between the contextual landscape as (D)iscourse shaping, influencing 

and being resisted by a particular ‘text’ or (d)iscourse. 

This discourse perspective is situated within Weick’s sensemaking 

framework where those values and identities reflect his concept retention, through 

which we perceive and make sense of our environment. Because of the deliberate 

focus on linguistic constructions rather than the broader enactment focus of Weick, I 

term my approach discursive sensemaking. These analyses of discursive sensemaking 

are used to understand the knowledge communication practices at HR Consult as 

narrated by the employees. The understanding fostered by the analysis may help HR 

Consult to build more effective virtual teams, which are based on networks of 

identification and trust in the organisation, and will thereby contribute to practice. 

The knowledge communication prototypes may also help other organisations identify 

similar configurations of professional identities within their organisations. From a 

theoretical point of view, the findings may contribute by suggesting a shift from a 

team process perspective to an employee perspective in the literature on virtual 

teams as a means for overcoming knowledge communication problems identified in 

the literature review. I return to the research questions in the section 4.3. 

4.1 Structure of the methodology chapter 

I structured the methodology chapter by starting with the case context, sampling 

strategy, followed by the justification for my choice of interviews as the data 

construction method. I then built propositions for the research questions before 

moving to the analysis process, from design of the interview guide to writing up of the 

data. A preview of these sections is provided below. 

Section 4.2, titled Case context, starts by discussing the sampling strategy, arguing for 

HR Consult as a ‘critical case’ in terms of knowledge creation and knowledge 

communication, because the organisation provides little incentive for employees to 

engage in these practices. Despite these lack of incentives, some employees engage in 
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creating and communicating new knowledge by transforming and changing the 

existing product portfolio. Furthermore, they do so so through the  use of ICT 

mediated networks within the dispersed organisation to sustain professional 

identities centring on this practice. After listing the participants interviewed, I 

present the three case sites of HR Consults’ offices in the UK, the corporate 

headquarters, and the sites in Denmark and Benelux which are independent local 

offices only partly owned by HR Consult UK. I discuss the challenges of sampling a 

semi-dispersed organisation, and justify my choice of a case study as a means to study 

a real-life phenomenon in its natural setting. Having dealt with the case context and 

justifications for why I chose this site, I return to the research questions presented in 

the introduction to this chapter in order to link the research questions to the theory 

presented in chapter 2, and to build propositions to be tested in the analyses. Yin’s 

case study method (Yin, 2003) encourages the use of such propositions in order to 

build expectations for what types of answers the enquiry can lead to.  

 I then shift to my choice of interviews as a data construction strategy. I argue 

for the choice of an interview study as a means to elicit discursive sensemaking in 

which participants construct perceptions of organisational knowledge, professional 

identities, and relationships supporting those identities. I explain how I constructed 

an interview guide designed to elicit such discursive sensemaking.  In designing the 

interview guide, one of the main concerns was to avoid leading participants towards 

specific answers, thereby fulfilling their expectations of the researcher’s agenda, 

rather than providing their own accounts and discursive sensemaking about their 

social world. Neither researcher bias nor positioning of the participant in a certain 

role can be avoided, but in accordance with the reflexive phenomenological 

epistemology presented in chapter 2, this does not mean that attempts to reduce 

these biases are futile. I then move to conducting the interviews in which the main 

concern was to balance the need for eliciting participants’ own discursive 

sensemaking and the need to interactively engage with the participants to challenge 

such sensemaking. 

Having provided details of the planning and conducting of the interviews, I 

move to my choices for analysing and writing up the data. Because the discourse 

analytical method I adopt is rather time consuming, the analysis began with a coding 

of the data to identify the key passages to analyse in depth using the sensemaking 

discourse analysis tools which will be explained in sections 4.4 to 4.8. Through the 
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coding process, three distinct configurations of knowledge communication 

approaches at HR Consult emerged. After the extensive coding and memo writing as 

preliminary analysis of coded passages, I selected three interviews which could be 

seen as prototypical examples of the patterns of professional values, identities and 

practices of each of the three configurations of identity. Thereby the coding process 

formed the basis for a deeper discourse analysis of three interviews as exemplary of 

the three prototypical professional identities. The details of my DA approach are 

explained after the details of the coding process. Briefly, this DA approach combines 

Weick’s sensemaking theory with Gee’s Building Tasks as a framework for analysisng 

what I term ‘discursive sensemaking’. This more macro-level analysis was combined 

with a selection of tools for more micro-level linguistic analyses. I use the word ‘tools’ 

because they are not an end in themselves, and therefore I do not apply them 

exhaustively in the analysis. They are applied only to the extent that the linguistic 

analyses inform the discursive sensemaking level of analysis. I then present my 

thoughts concerning the writing up of the findings, a process which itself changed the 

analysis, because it required separating the closely connected sensemaking and 

linguistic levels of analysis more than was the case in the early stages of analysis. I 

finish the chapter by discussing the generalisability of the study, arguing for 

generalisability to existing theory and for the ability to apply the prototypes as foci 

for further theoretical enquiry. I close the chapter by questioning generalisability as 

criterion for success by building on Delmar (2010) and (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009) to 

argue for quality of craftsmanship as more important criterion in qualitative studies. 

4.2 Case context 

 Sampling strategy 

I employed theoretical sampling (Mason, 2002; Silverman, 2011) in selecting HR 

Consult as case. In terms of knowledge communication of more tacit knowledge HR 

Consult represents a critical case because of its high reliance on explicit knowledge, 

i.e. knowledge codified into easily transferable formats such as PowerPoints and PDF 

files with module based course materials. The HR Consult consultants sampled for 

this research project work with applying this codified knowledge to build solutions 

for personal, team and leadership development within other companies. My research 

interest lies with these employees, because I’m interested in the extent to which they 
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engage in virtual knowledge teams as suggested in chapter 2 to develop their practice, 

and grow professional and trust-based relations on the basis of these teams.  

The case organisation lives up to Mason’s (2000) suggestion to overcome the 

tendency towards selecting a case based on whether it is likely to produce the 

expected results. The consultants at HR Consult deviate from employees in most 

knowledge intensive firms in that they have little incentive to develop HR Consult’s 

knowledge as this has already been done by R&D. In principle they should be able to 

put together pieces of the module-based development programme designed by R&D 

to address the needs of HR Consult clients. Furthermore, the consultants used as 

cases share the same practice. In terms of Wenger’s (1998) CoP theory, this should 

make them ideal material for effective knowledge communication. I want to examine 

whether this is the case, and to examine the basis for different CoPs in the 

organisation. As proposed in the section on identity in chapter 2, Wenger (1998) may 

have overemphasised the social level of identity construction. If a shared domain and 

practice do not explain CoP formation, then I propose that prototypical professional 

identities centred on different perceptions of knowledge communication practice 

may do so. Because HR Consult focuses their strategy on communicating codified 

knowledge to clients, you would expect employees to pursue similar knowledge 

communication strategies. However, this is not the case. Rather, different prototypical 

approaches to knowledge opposing the organisational strategy can be observed. HR 

Consult can thus be seen as a critical case (Mason, 2002), because codified knowledge 

in the knowledge management literature is often not seen as valuable to the same 

extent as more tacit or applied knowledge, a tendency evident in Brown and Duguid 

(2000). The organisational knowledge communication strategy will be elaborated 

below.  

 Another strategic choice in the sampling process was to select offices within 

HR Consult with different levels of dispersion among case sites in Denmark (mainly 

co-located with some remote employees), Benelux (distributed across two sites in 

Belgium and the Netherlands) and the UK (consultants interviewed were part of a 

team dispersed across the UK). As the findings presented in chapter 5 show, these 

different levels of dispersion did not, however, impact in any consistent manner on 

trust and knowledge relations in the different local organisations within HR Consult. 

The lack of any clear impact of dispersion on knowledge communication may add to 

the generalisability of findings. 
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 Interview participants 

The table below lists the participants in study by their location, dispersion and job 

title. If I have indicated dispersed for a participant, it means they are not co-located 

with any other colleague, while semi-dispersed indicates that the employee does not 

work from the head office of the local organisation. Finally, co-located describes 

employees working together face-to-face with other colleagues at the local head 

office. However, for most co-located participants, dispersed colleages were identified 

as members of the participant’s teams or projects.   

Table 3: Overview of interview participants 

 

Pseudonym for 
participant 

Location and dispersion of 
location 

Job function 

U
K

 

Linda UK, dispersed Consultant 

John UK, dispersed Consultant 

David 

 

UK, co-located Legal and Operations Manager 

D
en

m
ar

k
 

Birgitte Western Denmark, co-located CEO 

Christian Western Denmark, co-located Finance manager, Partner, Consultant 

Lone Eastern Denmark, semi-dispersed Consultant 

Henrik Western Denmark, co-located Senior Consultant 

Dorte Western Denmark, co-located Consultant 

Jakob Western Denmark, co-located Consultant 

Niels Western Denmark, co-located Financial assistent 

Rasmus Western Denmark, co-located Back office administration 

Morten Western Denmark, co-located Back office administration 

Jana Western Denmark, co-located Trainee 

B
en

el
u

x 

Emma Netherlands, co-located Consultant 

Laura Belgium, semi-dispersed Consultant 

Frank  Belgium, semi-dispersed Partner & Consultant 

Henk Netherlands, co-located Partner & Consultant 

Leon Netherlands, co-located IT Consultant 

 

 Case description - The semi-dispersed work context at HR Consult 

The following sections on each of the three case sites builds mainly on knowledge 

gained through statements by managers and employees in interviews conducted from 

2011-2014 and also from my participation at HR Consult Denmark as a translator 

from 2005-2008. Neither the company website nor the intranet of HR Consult itself 
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provide details about the organisation, such as organisation charts or number of 

employees in each division, and because the organisation is family owned, this 

information is not publicly available. Instead, interviews with managers and 

employees provided information about the case sites presented below. Their 

statements were triangulated with each other and with information from the 

company intranet to build the case description below. To the extent participants 

disagreed or provided critical perspectives on the organisation and its practices, I 

have dealt with the disagreements as part of my presentation of findings in chapter 5. 

The case description starts with the head office in the UK, and the position within the 

organisation of the interviewed employees, then the Danish and Benelux organisation 

case descriptions are used to compare and contrast the types or organising within HR 

Consult. 

 HR Consult UK 

HR Consult, founded in the UK in 1988, is a wholly owned family business with the 

son of the founder as Chief Executive Officer (CEO). The founder of the company 

started it because of his interest in personality types based on Jungian psychology. 

However, because he did not share his son’s interest in management, the son became 

the CEO, and the father focused on developing the products and services. HR Consult 

supplies HR services based on the profiling system to other businesses. In the 

beginning, the products were limited to the personality profiling system developed in 

the first decade of the company and launched in 1997 as the foundation of the 

product portfolio with an expanding set of centrally developed workshops, exercises 

and course leaflets of between 30-50 pages to support the use of the personality 

profile. Over the years, the basic approach of the profiling system has been applied 

and expanded into a product portfolio spanning personal, team, sales and leadership 

profiling, training and development. The company currently employs approximately 

400 employees globally, but an additional 10,000 consultants have been accredited 

with a license either to use the products within their own businesses or to provide 

learning and development solutions for other companies.  

Despite the division of labour between father and son, the father seems to 

have taken the lead in expanding the business to a global level. This is backed up by 

the CEO of HR Consult Benelux, the growth of HR Consult into a global organisation 

has been based on the intuition of the father who has handed out exclusive rights to 

the HR Consult brand and products to people he met on his travels. Consequentially, 
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local offices of HR Consult have evolved as personally owned businesses with very 

different organisations and approaches to using the HR Consult product portfolio, 

some of them growing into successful businesses, others consisting only of the 

founder producing a small revenue in the given country. The autonomy of local offices 

was exemplified by a Danish participant stating that the accreditation process 

(providing an individual with a license to use the HR Consult products), was a five day 

workshop in the UK, while the Danish HR Consult accreditation workshop is only four 

days. Early in the company lifetime, this was not a problem, but as HR Consult is 

getting more and more transnational clients, the difference is cited as a potential 

problem, because client employees based in different countries experience getting a 

different form of accreditation depending on which country they have been 

accredited in.  

In the beginning of the 2000s, the CEO of HR Consult initiated a strategy of 

gaining more control of the organisation. Thus, HR Consult began acquiring shares to 

enter into a partnership with each of the local offices, for example, 50% of HR Consult 

Denmark shares were purchased by HR Consult UK in 2005. This strategy may have 

been part of a process of getting more control of the evolution of the company, as the 

leadership style is described consistently as more and more focused on controlling 

business processes. 

The CEO has tried to shift the business model in the UK from  one where 

directly employed consultants deliver the products to other businesses to an 

accreditation approach which is based on training employees in other businesses in 

how to use HR Consult’s products and then providing them with a license to use the 

products either within their own businesses, so-called Client Practitioners (CPs), or 

using the license to sell HR Consult solutions to other businesses, so-called Licensed 

Practitioners (LPs). CPs are typically HR employees within larger companies using the 

HR Consult product portfolio in HR mediations within that company. LPs, on the other 

hand, are independent consultants, using the HR Consult product portfolio to sell 

development solutions to other companies. Regardless of the type of consultant, the 

accreditation process entails a five-day training programme and access to the HR 

Consult community of practitioners with annual training days, access to an intranet 

providing PowerPoints and course books for all the modules of the product portfolio 

and extra exercises to be used in workshops based on HR Consult products.  
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CPs and LPs, who are not employed directly by HR Consult, share an 

obligation to pay a fee for every HR Consult personality, team or leadership profile 

they produce and every HR Consult workshop they deliver. As a consequence of this 

business model, LP consultants who have their own company compete directly with 

HR Consult for clients. How different local offices handle this direct competition 

between HR Consult and their clients constitutes one of the main differences between 

HR Consult UK, Benelux and Denmark. At HR Consult UK, a strict division has been 

made to avoid this competition: all clients with more than 1.000 employees are 

handled directly by HR Consult UK, termed the direct channel, while smaller clients 

are handled by independent LPs, and accordingly termed the indirect channel. In the 

UK, there is a large number of independent LPs, but only a team of eight consultants 

employed within the direct channel. 

The HR Consult personality profiling system and workshop guidelines for HR 

Consult consultants provide evidence for the tendency towards focusing on explicit 

knowledge. The personality profiling system, which consists of a core personal profile 

of approx. 20 pages with additional modules for team, sales and leadership profiling, 

has been coded into a database which can build personality profiles based on 

snippets of text relating to the 72 different personality profiles of the system. The text 

is put together electronically and based on client entries into the online type indicator 

with 100 questions. The workshops to debrief clients on the meaning and usefulness 

of the profiles have been detailed by the R&D department at HQ. This is so detailed 

that it includes what should be said for each of the PowerPoint slides and the number 

of minutes each exercise should take, and the HQ marketing department has designed 

marketing materials and branded props to be used for workshop exercises, including 

personality type card games, branded juggling balls and branded building blocks 

similar to oversized LEGOs.  

So, despite local differences between offices, there has been a common 

branding strategy rolled out by HR Consult UK, and adopted by local offices, and the 

HR Consult profiling system seems to have provided the company with a shared 

repertoire that everyone from frontline consultants to back office administration use 

as a shorthand for talking about personality types and preferences. This shared 

repertoire is also used to characterise daily operations in the organisation; for 

example a particular meeting or email may be characterised in terms of the 

personality profiling system. This seems to provide a common ground for 
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understanding between members of the organisation, where even back office 

employees not directly involved with delivering the HR Consult products use the 

terminology of the profiling system in their daily operations.  

Interviews with consultants in the UK were limited to members of the direct 

channel team, consisting of eight consultants spread geographically across the UK to 

be based as closely as possible to their clients. Thus, they work together virtually 

spending more time with clients than with their colleagues. 

 HR Consult Denmark 

HR Consult Denmark exemplifies the personally owned local office partly taken over 

by HR Consult UK. The company was started after the first owner and CEO met the 

founder of HR Consult UK in 2001 and became interested in the product, was 

accredited and brought the HR Consult portfolio into his own business development 

agency. His company shared offices with a recruitment agency, and seeing the two 

lines of business as linked, they merged their companies in 2004. In 2006, HR Consult 

HQ began the strategy of taking control of the local offices of HR Consult, and 

requested that if  the Danish organisation wanted to keep its license and use the HR 

Consult brand, the Danish company had to change its name to include the HQ name 

plus the country, i.e. adopting a name similar to the pseudonym HR Consult Denmark. 

Furthermore, HR Consult HQ demanded to buy 50% of the shares in return for the 

right of HR Consult Denmark to have a part of the profits generated in Denmark by 

sales of HR Consult products in Denmark.  

However, the original founder of the Danish Organisation opposed the 

merger with HR Consult HQ and decided to leave the organisation. He swapped 

businesses with his business partner, splitting up the companies, and the employees 

and moved to separate offices. The new owner and CEO brought in her husband as 

Chief Financial Officer and Senior Consultant along with his own client portfolio and 

retained the four existing consultants and two back office employees. Employee 

turnover at HR Consult Denmark can be categorised as rather high: in 2014 only five 

staff members (including the CEO and her husband) had been in the organisation 

more than two years. In January 2014, HR Consult employed 12 consultants placed at 

two different sites in Denmark to be closer to the clients. These consultants are 

described as “front office” employees, whereas two back office staff, both situated at 

the main site in Western Denmark, maintained the daily relations between offices. 
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The back office staff also handled daily communication with the clients (including 

independent licenced practitioners) and with HR Consult UK. This communication 

mainly concerns practical issues, such as ordering materials and coordinating 

international activities. These employees, to the extent their abilities allow, also 

function as the IT department. In addition to this regular staff, a shifting staff of 

students are employed, one  to assist with accounts and between three and five to 

assist with packing materials for workshops, printing and binding profiles, etc. When 

asked directly, none of the employees I have spoken to are quite sure how many 

people are employed at any one time. 

Unlike HR Consult HQ, HR Consult Denmark has few independent licensed 

practitioners, and this fact combined with the fact that there are relatively few 

companies with more than 1.000 employees in Denmark means that most client in 

Denmark are handled directly by HR Consult Denmark. The few independent licensed 

practitioners in Denmark are bound by contract not to intrude on clients handled 

directly by HR Consult Denmark, and not to use the HR Consult brand without paying 

royalties to HR Consult Denmark and HQ. This has been instigated, the CEO states, to 

avoid competing directly with independent consultants selling the same product, and 

to avoid infringement of intangible assets. 

 HR Consult Benelux 

HR Consult Benelux was founded in Holland in 2002 by two partners who 

brought the HR Consult license to Benelux in 2003. A year later, a third partner was 

brought in. The third partner was an independent management consultant at the time 

and in his own words was always “interfering with the company”. In 2006, the Dutch 

office brought in a Belgian partner who set up an office in Belguim and HR Consult 

Benelux was born. HR Consult Benelux thus spans two sites: one in the Netherlands 

with approximately 20 employees and one in Belgium with 4 employees.  

HR Consult Benelux has adopted a different management philosophy than the 

other offices, where positions, including the CEO, are seen as roles which can shift 

among employees based on the needs of the organisation and of the employees. The 

management philosophy is based on a strong level of employee participation, so for 

example the CEO leads a strategy process in which all employees are heard and which 

involves clearly defined phases in a three-year cycle including a strategy formulation 

phase and strategy update phase. Each business process involves having shifting 
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leaders for the different phases of the business process. These phases are based on 

the so-called Shewhart Cycle of do, plan, act and check (Shewhart, 1931). It is not 

necessary here to account for the details of this management theory, my point is to 

emphasise the different organisational context of HR Consult Benelux compared to 

the other organisations. The intention, as stated by one of the partners, is to reduce 

hierarchy by giving all employees at HR Consult Benelux responsibility for roles in 

different processes, for example performing an act role within the management 

process, or a planning role in the marketing process. So, this approach to management 

involves the inclusion of employees in every business process. Furthermore, HR 

Consult Benelux has formalised meetings among employees sharing the same role but 

in different processes, ensuring that for example all employees with plan roles 

coordinate their activities and thereby gain insight into the other business processes.  

Like HR Consult Denmark, HR Consult Benelux does not quite follow the UK 

strategy of focusing only on large clients while letting independent licensed 

consultants handle smaller clients. Instead, HR Consult Benelux explains to the 

independent practitioners that they are free to pursue any client they wish but that 

they enter into competition with the globally backed HR Consult Benelux at their own 

risk. However, like HR Consult UK, HR Consult Benelux focuses on their indirect 

channel with approximately 100 independent LPs in addition to 850 CPs. 

HR Consult Benelux managers do not perceive infringement of the 

intellectual property rights of HR Consult as a problem and unlike HR Consult 

Denmark, do not enter into non-competition contracts with the independent licensed 

practitioners.  

 Challenges of using HR Consult as a case site 

The main challenge in using HR Consult as a case site proved to be gaining 

access to the organisation beyond the Danish site. The UK headquarters did not want 

to participate in the study.  Instead, I used snowball sampling (Mason, 2002), which 

refers to sampling where participants are found through the network of other 

participants. Through the network of the managers at HR Consult Denmark and the 

UK, I managed to interview two of the eight UK consultants on the so-called Client 

Relations Management team who were responsible for all UK clients with more than 

1.000 employees. Snowball sampling was used both at the individual level, where 

‘Linda’ agreed to join because of a personal reference from ‘Birgitte’, and possibly 
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‘Linda’ was also interested because she grew up in Denmark. Similarly, ‘John’ agreed 

because of a reference from ‘Linda’. Snowball sampling was also used at the 

organisational level, where HR Consult Benelux agreed to participate after I 

presented the project to them during their visit to HR Consult Denmark in May 2012. 

The physical dispersion of HR Consult made it impossible for me to interview 

all participants face-to-face. For the Danish site, the interviews with participants in 

Western Denmark were conducted face-to-face, while all other interviews were 

conducted over a Skype connection. This proved unproblematic for most interviews, 

but in a few interviews, it was difficult to establish a rapport with the participants, 

particularly in the interviews with ‘Emma’ and ‘Laura’, and in those cases, I found it 

difficult to establish trust over the Skype connection. However, this may not have 

anything to do with the mediation of technology, but simply the fact that we had not 

established a relationship before the interview. For the Danish participants, relations 

were established beforehand, due to my part-time work for HR Consult Denmark 

from 2005-2007. For several of these participants, the interview became a 

confessional where they could air all their frustrations with the Danish management 

at the time, particularly the CEO ‘Birgitte’. However, the confessional interview does 

not necessarily bear the hallmarks of quality research. Being aware of this bias, I tried 

to take account of it when analysing the interviews. The presentation of findings in 

Chapter 5 emphasise a high level of transparency through detailed analysis of 

interview statements as perspectives on their social contexts. Anonymisation of the 

organisation and the participants has been an ethical decision based on the requests 

of participants at HR Consult Denmark.  

A good rapport between researcher and participant could also be seen in 

participants’ willingness to reflect on their own interview statements, and the 

contexts, situations and practices they described. These reflections can be seen as the 

constituting ‘discursive sensemaking’, because they are interview statements (i.e. 

‘discourse’) which reflect on the cognitive and social processes influencing the 

situations and actions described by interview statements. Participants with whom a 

good rapport was not established mainly described their practices, but rarely 

reflected on them. But because practices can be seen as ‘enactments’ of particular 

sensemaking perspectives (Weick, 1995, 2001, see section 2.1), these descriptions 

could be triangulated with other descriptions of similar practices and thereby 

analysed as being part of a larger identity configuration.    



 

159 

4.2.7.1 Why a case study?  

The choice of a case study design arises from the assumption underlying this 

research study, i.e. that the particular complex interplay of contextual factors of an 

organisation impact on trust-based knowledge communication in virtual teams. A 

case study design seems a viable choice for examining this complex interplay of 

factors as they play out in HR Consult, because as stated by Yin (2003) “A case study 

is an empirical inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-

life context, especially when the boundaries between phenomenon and context are 

not clearly evident” (p. 13).  

The case study is carried out as a single case study design, but does not fit 

into Yin’s two-by-two matrix of single or multiple cases, as it examines a single case 

(with the pseudonym HR Consult) with three embedded subcases, HR Consult 

Denmark, HR Consult Benelux and HR Consult UK. However, within these embedded 

subcases, the unit of analysis is the employee, as the purpose of the study is to 

understand how these employees make sense of their knowledge communication 

practices in a semi-dispersed work environment. The difficulty of living up to the 

requirement in the natural sciences of replicability has also been a challenge to 

qualitative studies. Some of the less constructionist qualitative methodologies, such 

as Yin (2003) continue to advocate the requirement for replicability. But many 

qualitative researchers currently deny the need or possibility of fulfilling the natural 

science requirement for replicability; for example Delmar (2010) argues that “the 

sheer number of individual and conceptual components in qualitative research is so 

large that a piecemeal repetition of each appears to be a hopeless task” (p. 117). Yin 

(2003) argues for a goal of replicating findings in the different cases of a multiple case 

design. However, a narrow focus on replicability may restrict the emphasis on 

differences and similarities between the cases, particularly when, as in the present 

study, the unit of analysis is the individual. In my analyses, I looked for patterns of 

knowledge communication practices and the professional identities and how the 

dispersed networks in the organisation are used to sustain such prototypes in CoPs. 

The employees can thus be seen as further cases embedded within the subcases of 

their local organisations, but influenced by the culture and practices of the 

overarching organisation. HR Consult was selected due to the possibility of examining 

employee groups which are mostly co-located (HR Consult Denmark), spread across 

two sites (HR Consult Benelux) and completely dispersed (HR Consult UK).  
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Yin’s case study approach has been associated with a more positivist 

epistemology (Rowley, 2002). Therefore, the case study method needs some 

qualification to be adapted to the present research project. The positivist 

epistemology of the case study method can also be seen in Eckstein’s case study 

approach (Eckstein, 2000) where the perception of the researcher as “simply”  

considering the data and “without hard rules of interpretation [the researcher], may 

discern in them [i.e. the data] any number of patterns that are more or less equally 

plausible” (p. 133). Eckstein’s claim here rests on the assumption that it is better to 

achieve a unitary analysis which reduces reality to the perspective through which it is 

observed. Instead, Gee (2014) argues for including multiple analyses which recognise 

the complexity of the real life context examined. The Eckstein quote above suggests 

that ambiguity of data interpretation can be avoided by establishing a hard set of 

interpretative rules. It seems that Eckstein sets up a dichotomy between objectivity 

and complete relativism, whereas it might (as detailed in chapter  3 of this thesis) be 

more beneficial to consider the problem as a continuum, where Eckstein’s “objective” 

end of the scale risks reducing the complexity of the real life phenomena to one 

(T)rue interpretation, and the other, poststructuralist, end of the scale leaving any 

interpretation open and valid. As detailed in chapter 3, I propose adopting a middle 

ground, and the discourse analytical approach described in section 2.4 provides this 

middle ground by seeing language as a representation of organisational practices 

from the sensemaking perspective of the participant. Thereby language both 

represents external context as well as the sensemaking perspective projected onto 

that context by the participant. 

4.3 Justifying the research questions 

Having presented my choice of sampling strategy, the case context of HR Consult and 

the challenges of sampling this organisation, I would like to return to the research 

questions to justify each research question with reference to the theory presented in 

chapter 2, and offer expectations for findings. This forms a background for the more 

in-depth description and justification for why and how I use and analyse interviews 

to answer the research questions.  

RQ1: Linking perceptions of knowledge to knowledge communication practices 

1.a)  How do employees make sense of organisational knowledge at ‘HR Consult’? 
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1.b)  What does this mean for communication of organisational knowledge at  HR 
Consult? 

I propose that different perceptions of organisational knowledge among 

consultants may emerge as enacting or opposing the organisational focus on keeping 

the knowledge creation process within the R&D department. Using Nonaka’s SECI 

model as descriptor of knowledge communication practice, some prototypical 

identity formations may adopt a full SECI circle at the individual level, while others 

enact the organisational (D)iscourse of reapplying existing organisational knowledge 

through the use of the modular and highly codified workshop programmes designed 

by R&D. I thus propose that different perspectives on organisational knowledge 

emerge as different approaches to knowledge communication practice at HR Consult.  

RQ 2: Prototypical identities based on knowledge practice and their link to 

knowledge communication practice. 

2.a)  How can these different sensemaking perceptions of organisational knowledge 
be linked to different prototypical knowledge communication identities at HR 
Consult? 

  

2.b)  How do different prototypes approach communication of organisational 
knowledge? 

Identity represents an important aspect of sensemaking (Weick, 1995), 

because we use our understanding of ourselves and others in making sense of our 

environment and in deciding on how to react to it. An understanding of employee 

identity as seen from their own perspective can help explain why they think and act 

the way they do (Ashforth, Harrison, & Corley, 2008). In terms of practical application 

for the study, a deeper understanding of different configurations of professional 

identities in the organisation can help HR Consult and other organisations in building 

teams which have a common ground on which to base trust relations which facilitate 

knowledge communication. If team tasks require a team constellation building on 

differences rather than similarities in professional knowledge identities, raising 

awareness of identity configurations may help the team address the differences 

before they emerge as challenges to collaboration. In addition, understanding how 

employees understand their own identity in relation to others can help explain their 

selection of relations in the organisation.  
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RQ3: Linking relationship constructions to knowledge communication practices 

3.a)  How are local and dispersed relationships used to support prototypical 

knowledge communication identities at HR Consult? 

3.b)  What do configurations of prototypical knowledge communication identities 

mean for communication of organisational knowledge at HR Consult? 

 

An understanding of how employees use relationships in teams and CoPs to 

support their professional identities lifts the analysis from an individual to an 

interpersonal level to show how prototypes do not exist in isolation but as patterns of 

professional identity constructions with different approaches to knowledge 

communication and different expectations and requirements for management and the 

level of autonomy the management grants them. The analysis of participants’ 

constructions of relationships also intends to show how different identity 

configurations have different approaches for using the co-located and dispersed 

networks of weak and strong ties in the organisation (Granovetter, 1973; Hansen, 

1999) to support their knowledge communication practices. Throughout this analysis 

of relationships, I also adopt the trust theories presented in chapter 2 as a vocabulary 

to describe employee constructions of relationships. 

4.4 Problematising and justifying the choice of interviews as 
data collection method 

I chose to use interviews because they are a means for gaining access to employee 

perceptions of the organisational reality in which they are embedded. These 

sensemaking perceptions are the grounds and justifications on which they base their 

practices in the organisation. This section outlines some of the problems and 

limitations of this choice, and justifies the choice with reference to Weick’s theory of 

sensemaking (Weick, 1995, 2001).  

A dichotomy between traditional views of interviews as a means accessing a 

reality beyond the interview situation and a view of interviews as co-construction of 

knowledge between interviewer and participant has been set up by Kvale and 

Brinkman (2007). The traditional view incorporates both cognitivism which uses 

interviews as a means to access the inner life of the participant, and positivism which 

aims to understand the reality described by the participant. Kvale and Brinkman 
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(2007) argue that the researcher in the traditional view is seen as a gold miner 

hunting for gold nuggets of truth. In opposition to this, they call for replacing the 

“gold miner metaphor” with a metaphor of the researcher as a traveller moving into 

the participant’s landscape but bringing with him his own perception of that 

landscape, selecting the sights he wants to see before moving on to the landscape of 

the next participant. However, the traveller is never able to see the landscape from 

the perspective of the participant. The implication of this change of metaphor for 

Kvale and Brinkman (2007) is that interviews are always co-constructed by the 

researcher and the participant. This change of perspective is reflected in the semantic 

change from ‘interviewer’ and ‘interviewee’ to ‘researcher’ and ‘participant’ 

suggesting a more equal relationship between the two by reducing the hierarchy 

suggested by the subject position ‘interviewee’. From Kvale and Brinkman’s (2007) 

perspective, the two are equally responsible for the outcome of the conversation. The 

implication seems to be that interview studies are reduced to the study of the 

interaction between researcher and participant. This is precisely what is argued by 

Wetherell (Wetherell, et al., 2001) in her approach to DA. But as argued in David’s 

Reflexive Epistemology (2005) and in Alvesson and Sköldberg’s (2009) Reflexive 

Methodology we should also question the reductionist implications of this post-

structuralist end of the dichotomy. It should be noted that Alvesson and Sköldberg 

(2009) do not refer to Wetherell (2001) but to the 1987 book she wrote with 

Jonathan Potter: Discourse and social psychology. Potter himself (2012) recognises the 

poststructuralist foundation of that book which seems to share it’s epistemological 

foundation with Wetherell (2001). Granting that language does not have a one to one 

relationship with either the inner world or the outer world of the participant does not 

necessarily imply, as suggested by Wetherell (2001) and Kvale and Brinkman (2009), 

that research interviews do not reflect the values and social or professional identity 

of the participant, nor that their perception of their reality represented in interview 

statements does not provide valid accounts of the reality outside the interview. Yet 

their argument does entail that the relationship between interview statements and 

the inner and outer reality of the participant is not a simple one, and that analysis of 

research interviews should always remain aware of the participant’s bias and interest 

in representing the self in a positive light.  

What constitutes a ‘positive light’, however, is not an objective phenomenon 

either. It is a value-laden term, which must necessarily reflect the values of the 

speaker in the professional context in which they are embedded. This implies that 
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when participants represent their own practices, they infuse it with the set of values 

which they see as positive in their professional context. This process of co-

construction of self, the semi-dispersed work context and the (D)iscourses within that 

context as realised in the (d)iscourse of interview statements are what I term 

discursive sensemaking. In terms of the present study, this means that I expect 

participants to provide account about their local and global projects which are 

perceived as successes or failures based on the idiosyncratic value system of the 

participant. I argue that these values are what underlie the participant’s professional 

identity. Because of the social nature of identity argued by Wenger (1998) and 

Benwell and Stokoe (2006), I assume that this professional identity will be justified 

with reference to social relations sharing similar identities. This social aspect of 

identity is my justification for selecting the three interviews as prototypical examples 

of the identity configurations which emerge as participants associate or dissociate 

their professional identities with others in the organisation. Despite their individual 

idiosyncrasies, the participants are embedded in a network of social relations which 

support and shape and challenge their professional identities. And because of the 

increasingly dispersed work environment, the opportunities for building networks of 

professional identities which do not necessarily reflect the values of the 

organisational strategy and management have increased. In this way, technology can 

be seen as chaning mental models as argued in section 2.2., because employees may 

identitfy with dispersed employees with different professional identities than the co-

located colleagues. 

It would have been beneficial for the study to combine the interviews with 

participant observation, but due to the time constraints of the project, and the 

dispersion of participants, I had to limit this to the Danish site in Western Denmark. 

Despite the potential value of participant observation, however, the choice of 

interviews does have the advantage of giving access to the participants’ justifications 

for their practices. Through these justifications, which I see as discursive 

sensemaking, participants’ invoke and resist organisational (D)iscourses in 

idiosyncratic ways. Through the social element of identity, however, patterns of 

prototypical identities emerged. To the extent possible, I combined this with the 

collection of organisational documents from the extensive database at HR Consults’ 

intranet, which were used mainly as background for understanding the 

organisational context through the documents and videos constructed centrally in the 

organisation. My employment at HR Consult Denmark from 2005-2008 also provided 
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me with knowledge about the organisational context in which the participants are 

embedded.  

To sum up, despite the arguments against interview data as a means for 

accessing the inner life of the participant and the outer reality they represent in 

interview statements, I choose to use interviews and to analyse them as discursive 

sensemaking constructions of participants’ professional identity through their 

justification of practices and their choices in enacting or resisting organisational 

(D)iscourses through their (d)iscourse.  

 Research interviews as sites for ‘discursive sensemaking’ 

To analyse how the three knowledge communication processes, perception of 

knowledge, identity and relationships, can be seen as characterising identity 

configurations, I situate my discourse analytical approach within Weick’s (1995, 

2001) sensemaking framework. Weick’s sensemaking theory informs the inquiry 

through a framework for human sensemaking, but I found it necessary to extend his 

theory with a discourse analytical level to operationalise sensemaking as a discursive 

element in interviews. In Weick’s theory, individuals perceive the situations they are 

in through a filter of past experiences, current identity, and values, which he 

summarise in the concept retention. Identities and values are thus enacted in 

response to the situation. Weick, Sutcliffe, and Obstfeld (2005) emphasise the 

importance of language in this process, but they do not operationalise the analysis of 

that language. I try to achieve this operationalisation by adding a discourse analysis 

level to examine interviews as discursive sensemaking. These discursive sensemaking 

perspectives represent employee justifications for their practices both when these 

practices enact organisational (D)iscourses and when they resist organisational 

(D)iscourses. I analyse patterns in these discursive sensemaking perspective as 

prototypes each sharing different approaches to organisational knowledge 

communication and construction. My approach to discursive sensemaking builds on 

the notion that interview participants engage in a form of retrospective sensemaking 

(Weick, 1995) both when retelling accounts from their work in a semi-dispersed 

context, and in their own interpretations of those accounts, which often occurred 

when I summarised what they had said to check whether I had understood the 

participant correctly.  
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 The outcome, i.e. the interview statements, are not quite enactments in the 

Weickian sense, but can best be described as discursive sensemaking. Through 

discursive sensemaking, the participants reconstruct the organisational practices 

they engage in, and construct the organisational context as a background landscape in 

which these practices are embedded. These constructions of the organisation are 

simultaneously filtered through the values and identities of the participants, who 

draw attention to what can best be described using Weick’s term selected cues, i.e. the 

particular aspects of the participant’s organisational reality which are important from 

their perspective, and which they draw into the foreground through their selection of 

accounts, the angling of those accounts through the linguistic and rhetorical choices 

they make in their (d)iscourse, and which infuse the account with their particular 

sensemaking perspective. 

The aim in my analyses was not to discover a hidden ‘inner reality’ of the 

participant, but rather to make explicit the values on which they base their 

professional identities and practices. These values and identities are evident in the 

aspects of organisational practice they choose to focus on, and in the approaches to 

organisational knowledge communication which they emphasise as important. 

Identities are also reflected in their perception of organisational (D)iscourses, which 

form the context of participants professional practices and which they foreground 

when comparing their own practices to the expectations of their organisation and 

managers. The organisational (D)iscourse cannot be analysed directily, because it 

forms a background landscape which is hinted at and selectively brought into the 

foreground by interview participants. In the analyses I’ve dealt with this by mainly 

dealing with employees’ perceptions of that context, because each of the three 

configurations of professional identity seem to have different perceptions of that 

context. 

 When analysed as descriptions of organisational reality, the interview 

statements can be triangulated with other descriptions to see how they differ and 

where they converge. Traditionally triangulation has been seen as a means through 

which different data sources or different methods were used to achieve one coherent 

perspective on a phenomenon. This perspective is reflected in the metaphorical origin 

of the term: in navigation, triangulation is the determination of your position by 

means of known, fixed points along a fixed baseline, through which the position of a 

third, unknown point can be calculated. The metaphor suggests that triangulation is a 
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tool to fix the meaning of data, but Van de Ven (2007) argues that triangulation does 

not produce a fixed, unified ‘Truth’, but instead enriches the data by providing 

“convergent, inconsistent and contradictory information” (Van de Ven, 2007, p. 295). 

To sum up, my understanding of interviews as sites for discursive 

sensemaking entails that participants represent their organisational  context and 

their own practices within that context through the lens of their own sensemaking, 

occasionally making this sensemaking explicit as interpretations of practices 

described, and sometimes implying values and identities in the language used to 

describe practices. As representations of organisational context and practices, the 

statements can be triangulated with other interview statements to see how the 

representations converge and how they differ. Nevertheless, when seen as discursive 

sensemaking the statements are also infused with the professional values and 

identity of the participant. This identity and the values underlying it do not amount to 

a hidden inner reality, but represent the participant’s social identity in the 

organisational context they are embedded in. On the other hand, the professional 

identity expressed through the participant’s (d)iscourse is still distinctly personal and 

may function as grounds for enacting or resisting organisational (D)iscourses.  

4.5 Designing a semi-structured interview guide to 
operationalise the research questions 

In designing a semi-structured interview guide, a key criterion was to elicit accounts 

which through which employees would address out of their own volition their 

perception of their knowledge communication practices in the semi-dispersed work 

environment of HR Consult. This criterion was set up to limit the extent to which the 

researcher’s agenda influenced participant response. Wetherell (2001) introduces the 

notion of Reflexivity to describe the mutual impact of the world and the researcher on 

each other. Firstly, this interrelation is seen in the researcher’s selection of what to 

study. In this study, this influence was made explicit in the introduction where I 

argued for the problems of building teams which are able to communicate knowledge 

effectively in semi-dispersed work contexts. Secondly, Wetherell argues for the 

influence of the interviewer on interview participants in interviews. She argues that 

the way the researcher asks questions and the topics of those questions influence not 

only which topics the participant is able to address, but also the subject positions the 

participant can adopt in the interview. Avoiding researcher bias and influence on 
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participant altogether may be an illusion, as argued by Kvale and Brinkmann (2009), 

but this does not mean that the level of researcher influence cannot and should not be 

limited through careful interviewer consideration of how the interview is conducted. 

Therefore, I designed an interview guide which focused on eliciting accounts about 

participants’ practices, starting with their role in the organisation, and moving to 

specific projects in which they were currently engaged thereby eliciting accounts 

about how organisational knowledge was used and applied in the project. The 

structure was guided by a section on local projects and relations with specific probes 

centring on elaborations of descriptions of practices and eliciting the participants 

interpretations of these practices mean to their work. These perceptions of 

organisational knowledge are used to find patterns in the different perceptions of 

knowledge in order to answer research question 1.  

The interview accounts also provided data for research question 2 on 

prototypical identities through the emphasis on values and justifications for their 

actions which participants often attached to their accounts about their organisational 

practice. These values and justifications are what I suggest represents discursive 

sensemaking. In designing the interview guide, I did not have specific questions or 

probes to elicit professional identity constructions. Instead, I expected that when 

engaging in accounts about local and global projects they would construct their 

identities in accordance with how they believed a good consultant should be. In this 

sense, I did not expect the accounts to be true in an objective meaning of the word, 

but to be selected and angled to reflect a discursively constructed professional 

identity. This professional identity would presumably represent their mental 

‘prototype’ of a good consultant, which can in turn be expected to be the same 

prototype they try to enact through their knowledge communication practices.  

4.6 Conducting the interviews 

Each interview started by asking the participants consent to record the interview, and 

informing them that they would be anonymised in the published versions of my 

findings. All participants except ‘Christian’ agreed to this. ‘Christian’ had just left a 

management position at HR Consult Denmark at the time of the interview, but was 

still using HR Consult product solutions for his new employer, and did not like his 

blatant criticism of particularly ‘Birgitte’s’ management style to be recorded. ‘Emma’ 

and ‘Laura’ both stated that anonymisation was unnecessary, because they had 
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nothing to hide, but their names have been anonymised out of respect for other 

participants. I then briefly informed participants that my study was about knowledge 

sharing in local and global teams and projects, and asked them to describe their role 

in the organisation. This introduction explicitly avoided mentioning my focus on 

identity and relationships, because I considered it important that constructions of 

professional identities and relationships arose out of the participants own volition, 

thereby attempting to limit researcher impact on participants’ responses. 

Although I had prepared a three-page interview guide with topics and probes 

to get participants to elaborate on knowledge sharing practices, identities and 

relationships mentioned through accounts about past projects, I rarely had to use 

these pre-prepared probes. The majority of the participants engaged in elaborate 

accounts about their current projects and teams and required little prompting, and 

accounts about practices were often followed by justifications for why they had done 

what they had done in a particular situation. Often they made these values and 

justifications explicit as conclusions to accounts about projects or team tasks; they 

were not ‘discovered’ by me through interpretation. In the interaction with 

participants, I did try to probe for such discursive sensemaking from participants 

when it did not arise naturally though. Towards the end of the interviews, I also 

became more critical of their perspectives. This often took the form of questioning 

justifications by rephrasing other perspectives. In the interview situation, I was often 

able to intuitively link these justifications to my research questions and theoretical 

concepts from the literature review. When this occurred, I would summarise what the 

participant had said. Occasionally this led to the participant negating my impression, 

but often led to their consent.  

In either case, these summaries often sparked further discursive 

sensemaking about the participants’ knowledge communication practices and the 

relations used to support them. So my probes, questions, and summaries were 

situated within the interaction of the individual interview rather than following a pre-

prepared formula. Nevertheless, all my interactions with the participants were 

informed by my review of theoretical concepts and my research questions. From the 

perspective of more inductive methodologies, such as Grounded Theory (Glaser, 

Strauss, & Strauss, 1968)  my approach could be seen as a biased perspective. From 

the perspective of a hypothetico-deductive method at the other end of the scale, my 

approach could be seen as unsystematic and far too open-ended. But from the point 
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of view of the reflexive epistemology (David, 2005) and reflexive methodology 

presented in chapter 3, my approach can also be seen as a purposeful inquiry 

informed by theory, but with an open mind towards participants’ own perspectives, 

thereby balancing the deductive and inductive approaches.  

Nevertheless, the interview situation as a context for interaction had 

considerable impact on the level of detail participants entered into, and the amount 

discursive sensemaking they enaged in to justify the values and practices in their 

accounts. Rapport between interviewer and interviewee thus had impact on the level 

of explicit discursive sensemaking in the individual interview. However, because 

participants referred to each other and to different approaches to organisational 

practices, even interviews which did not contain explicit discursive sensemaking 

could be analysed as reflecting value systems and professional identities made 

explicit in the discursive sensemaking of other participants.  

In narrating their current projects and team commitments, employees 

construct representations of their own identity and how this identity relates to their 

perception of others’ identities. The interview situation itself formed a context, which 

seemed to call for participants to present themselves to the interviewer, albeit in an 

idealised version. This idealised self-image nevertheless provides insight into the 

values which they consider important in their role as consultants for HR Consult. 

Having provided the considerations for conducting the interviews, I now turn to a 

detailed description of and justification for the steps in the analysis process. 

4.7 Analysing discursive sensemaking in interviews  

This section explains my analysis process, which can be seen as consisting of two 

major stages: first a systematic coding of the data to identify patterns across all the 

interviews, and a second stage in which three interviews were selected as 

prototypical representatives of the identity configurations which emerged in the 

coding stage. The data coding stage was combined with extensive memo writing to 

note down reflections on the codes and patterns which emerged in the analysis of the 

coded passages. The coding process was iterative in several senses. First, as codes 

emerging during the coding, these were used to re-examine whether other interviews 

could be seen from a different perspective in the light of the new code; hence the 

coding process itself was iterative. Secondly, reflections on the data and theory can be 

seen as an iterative process, in which I realised the need for including a separate 
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section on identity theory in chapter 2. Similarly, the awareness of Weick’s 

sensemaking theories made me see the interview accounts as perspectives which, 

through the specific semantic, syntactic and prosodic choices, reflected the 

professional identities and sensemaking perspectives of the speaker. This iterative 

process between theory and empirical data reflects David’s (2005) argument that all 

theory can be seen as empirically laden and all data as theory laden.  

 The coding process, and not least the extensive memos, led to the 

identification of three overall identity configurations at HR Consult. By iteratively 

reading the coded passages, reading the memos and writing memos on the resulting 

reflections led to the identification of three interviews as prototypes of these identity 

configurations. Therefore, the coding informed the second, closer analysis of the three 

key interviews. The details of this analysis step is detailed in 4.7.2. That section 

explains my DA process in detail dividing the discourse analysis steps into a 

discursive sensemaking level building on Gee’s (2011, 2014) Building tasks, and a 

more linguistically focused level to substantiate findings at the sensemaking level. At 

the linguistic level, I examine details of mainly prosody (i.e. stress, intonation, pitch, 

volume and pace) and secondarily syntactic and semantic choices to the extent these 

shed light on participants’ discursive sensemaking.  

 Although I adopt the term linguistic, it should not be considered as referring 

to Linguistics as a discipline, but merely to the focus on language in this level of 

analysis. I point out this distinction, because my linguistic analyses do not 

exhaustively analyse the data using any one of these tools as a linguistically focused 

DA would normally do, but I adopt the tools selectively to the extent they inform the 

analysis at the more macro-level of discursive sensemaking. I finish the section with 

my considerations in writing up the data. 

 Coding the data to identify patterns of knowledge communication 
practices in a semi-dispersed work context 

The close attention to language in my discourse analysis approach meant that I could 

not apply this discourse analysis method to almost 500 pages of interview 

transcriptions.  I had to find a method to select quotes on the basis of their relevance 

for my research questions, and then analyse the selected quotes in depth using my 

discourse analysis method. To guide this selection process, I adopted King’s (2012) 

method of Template analysis. Template analysis uses codes as a means of analysing 
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and organising the data. A code can be seen as a shorthand for recurrent observations 

in the analyses. Approaches to coding data can be seen as continuous scale from the 

hypothetico-deductive approach of the natural sciences, which establishes the a 

coding structure based on hypotheses and theory before approaching the data, and 

along to the very open coding approaches such as Grounded Theory (Glaser, et al., 

1968), where codes should emerge only from the data to allow an open-minded 

construction of theory based on participants’ perspectives. King’s Template analysis 

adopts a middle ground by building a template of codes based on existing theory, 

combined with codes emerging from the data. Template analysis can thus be seen as a 

reflexive method, because it builds on the values of both perspectives. So, Template 

analysis fulfilled my needs for both pre-analysis concepts and codes emerging from 

the data. The pre-analysis codes are based on theory and research questions, i.e. a set 

of a priori codes resulting in a so-called coding template. During the analysis, codes 

emerging from the data are added as participants raised issues and used concepts not 

covered by the coding template. I used NVIVO, a software designed to help organise 

qualitative and mixed-methods data, to set-up the initial coding structure based on 

the multidisciplinary theoretical lens summarised in Appendix E. Knowledge 

communication theory provided the vocabulary for the analysis of research question 

1, identity theory providing the basis for analysing research in question 2, and theory 

of interpersonal relations which provided the basis for analysing research question 3.  

Participants also constructed the professional identities of others in the 

organisation with whom the participant associated him/herself with or dissociated 

him/herself from. These constructions of relations with similar identities and 

relations with professional identities produced evidence of the existence of 

configurations of identities each with their own idiosyncratic approaches to 

organisational knowledge communication. In table 4 (p. 171), I list the initial coding 

structure with the code names in the left column. The first number refers to research 

questions and subsequent numbers are used to indicate the codes position in the 

hierarchy (so code ‘1.1.3 knowledge conversion’ relates to RQ1 and is subordinate to 

code ‘1.1 knowledge communication’, which is again subordinate to ‘1. Practices’). 
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Table 4: Theoretical concepts used to structure initial coding by research question, and to describe findings 

 

Theoretical concept 
(Code Name) 

Theoretical origin of concept Definition in the dissertation 
Questions the coded interview passage 
answers 

RQ1: Linking perceptions of knowledge to knowledge communication practices 

1. Practices Gee (2011) Gee (2011): “Socially recognized and institutionally or 
culturally supported endeavour that usually involves 
sequencing or combining actions in certain specified 
ways.” (p. 210) 

(Wodak & Meyer, 2009): “Discourses are 
recontexualizations of social practice” (p. 148) 

Which practices does the participant 
choose to narrate? Why these 
practices? To what extent are the 
practices supported by the organisation 
or by the particpant’s relations? 

1.1 Knowledge 
communication 

 The process of engaging in interaction with others or 
with knowledge objects (e.g. documents) to share or 
receive knowledge perceived as useful. 

Which knowledge communication 
practices does the participant engage 
in? Which perception of knowledge is 
reflected in this knowledge 
communication practice? 

1.2 Useful knowledge Lesser and Storck (2001); Raab, et al. 
(2014); (Wenger, 1998) 

Knowledge will be perceived as useful when the user 
trust the source of knowledge, and the knowledge fulfils 
the requirements of the user and situation in which it is 
applied. It is thus both dependent on the perception 
(sensemaking) of the knower, and of the nature of the 
knowledge. 

Which types of knowledge does the 
participant consider to be useful 
organisational knowledge? Which 
perception of knowledge is reflected in 
the particpants constructions of useful 
knowledge in their context? 

1.3 Knowledge 
conversion 

Gerard (2001); Nonaka and Takeuchi 
(1995); Nonaka, et al. (2000); Tsoukas 
(2004); Virtanen (2010) 

I define organisational knowledge conversion in terms of 
Nonaka’s SECI model (see steps below in 1.3.1. to 1.3.4), 
with the reservations offered by his critics. I.e. the tacit 
and explicit dimensions underlying SECI are seen as a 
continuum and as co-existent in all forms of knowledge, 
although in different proportions. 

Which knowledge conversion processes 
does the participant engage in? Which 
are perceived as valuable and necessary 
to the participant’s practice? 

 

1.3.1 Internalisation See reference under “knowledge 
conversion” 

The process of working to understand and learn to apply 
new knowledge. 

(see the questions posed under 
“knowledge conversion”) 

1.3.2 Socialisation See reference under “knowledge 
conversion” 

The process of engaging with others to develop more 
tacit aspects of each person’s knowledge. 

(see the questions under “1.3. 
knowledge conversion”) 

Continued next page 
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Table 4 (continued) 

Theoretical concept 
(Code Name) 

Theoretical origin of concept Definition in the dissertation 
Questions the coded interview 
passage answers 

1.3.3 Combination See reference under “knowledge 
conversion” 

The process of combining existing explicit knowledge to achieve 
new opportunities for application. 

(see the questions under “1.3 
knowledge conversion”) 

1.3.4 Externalisation See reference under “knowledge 
conversion” 

The process of encoding more tacit knowledge into more 
explicit, codified forms  

(see the questions under “1.3 
knowledge conversion”) 

1.4 Codified knowledge 
emphasis 

Kogut and Zander (1992) The knowledge communication practices which participants 
engage in build on existing, codified, knowledge. 

To which extent does the 
participant rely on already 
codified knowledge to complete 
their work? 

1.5 Complex knowledge 
emphasis 

Kogut and Zander (1992) The knowledge communication practices which participants 
engage in build on knowledge adapted to the context of 
application and is not necessarily codified 

To which extent does the 
participant rely on contextually 
adapted knowledge, and deeply 
internalised knowledge to 
complete their work? 

1.6 Situated, 
situatedness 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991), (Suchman, 1998, 
2007) 

Humans always make decisions within the current context in 
which they are embedded, and only justify and rationalise the 
actions after the fact, i.e. in retrospect (Suchman, 1998). 
Accordingly learning (or knowing) can be seen as situated 
within specific contexts and practices, rather than being 
universal (Lave and Wenger, 1991). 

Is the knowledge or learning 
described situated within specific 
contexts rather than being seen 
as generally applicable? Which 
needs are ICTs used to fulfil for 
participant?  

RQ2: Prototypical identities based on knowledge practice and their link to knowledge communication practice. 

2. Identities 

 

Gee (2011, 2014), (Benwell & Stokoe, 
2006), Wenger (1998) 

Identity as both personally held and socially situated: “a pivot 
between the cocal and the individual” which “avoids a 
simplistic individual-society dichotomy without doing away with 
the distinction.” Wenger (1998) p. 146). As discursive 
expression, identity can be analysed through its expression in 
(d)iscourses and the ways (d)iscourses negotiate, enact and 
resist (D)iscourses. 

(Elaborated for each more 
specific code below) 

 Continued next page
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Table 4 (continued)  

Code Name Theoretical origin of concept Definition in my dissertation 
Questions the coded interview passage 
answers 

2.1 Self-identity My code Coded passage includes information on the 
participants socially situated professional identity as 
consultant at HR Consult. This need not be specifically 
addressed as a construction of identity by the 
participant, but can occur through linguistic choices in 
narrating organisational experience. 

Which values are emphasised as important 
in the participant’s narratives of their 
practices? Which organisational practices 
and (D)iscourses do they condone, and 
which do they resist or dissociate 
themselves from? 

2.2 Good consultant My code In constructing their perceptions of what it means to 
be a “good consultant”, participants engage in 
articulating sensemaking about their role in the 
organisation and the values which they build their 
professional identity on. 

Which values do the participant attach to 
their perception of what a good HR Consult 
consultant is and does? 

2.3.1. Identity 
(management) 

My code Participant constructs the values and practices of the 
management in the organisation 

How does the participant perceive top 
management at their local HR Consult 
office 

2.3.2. Identity (middle 
management) 

My code Participant constructs the values and practices of 
their most immediate managers. 

How does the participant perceive their 
immediate managers? 

2.3.3. Identity 
(organisation) 

My code Participant constructs the values and practices of the 
of the organisation more generally 

How does the participant perceive the 
identity of the organisation? 

2.3.3.1. Benelux My code Participant constructs the values and practices of the 
of the Benelux organisation  

How does the participant perceive the 
identity of the Benelux organisation? 

2.3.3.2. Denmark My code Participant constructs the values and practices of the 
of the Danish organisation 

How does the participant perceive the 
identity of the Danish organisation? 

2.3.3.3. UK My code Participant constructs the values and practices of the 
of the UK organisation 

How does the participant perceive the 
identity of the UK organisation? 

2.3.4 Identity (other) My code Projecting a socially situated identity onto another 
person (Gee, 2011) 

Which professional relationships does the 
participant construct as important to their 
work and why? Which professional 
relations does the participant dissociate 
him/herself from? 

Continued next page  
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Table 4 (continued) 

Code Name Theoretical origin of concept Definition in my dissertation 
Questions the coded interview passage 
answers 

2.3.5 Identity 
configuration 

The idea of identity configurations 
emerged during the coding process. The 
data set was re-coded in the light of the 
three identity configurations to ensure 
their validity. The concept was then 
supported theoretically through 
reference to Jansen and Roodt (2014). 

‘Identity configuration’ are used as an analytical 
chategory to describe employees who seem to share 
the same identity prototype. Identity configurations 
were identified in the analysis when the knowledge 
communication practices specific to the identity 
configuration were consistently identified by both 
ingroup and outgroup members 

Which other participants can be seen as 
sharing the perception of knowledge, 
identity and relationships expressed by the 
participant? 

Which other participants share the 
knowledge communication practices of the 
participant? 

Which identity configurations can the 
participant be seen as dissociating 
themselves from? 

2.3.6 Identity prototype Jansen and Roodt (2014) Jansen and Roodt (2014) argue that ‘identity 
prototypes’ can be seen as cognitive models 
capturing similarities between ingroup and outgroup 
members. But they also recognise that prototypes 
have a behavioural dimension, and that there is a 
span in ingroup behaviours. 

Does the participant reflect the prototypical 
characteristics of an identity configuration? 

Does the participant reflect on and interpret 
their own knowledge communciation 
practices? 

2.4. Politics (distribution 
of social goods) 

Gee (2011, 2014) Relates to the use of how language to distribute 
social goods, not only literally by granting privileges 
and setting boundaries, but also more subtly by 
privileging some value sets over others or some 
perspectives on reality over others 

Which values does the participant 
emphasise? Which practices, identities and 
relations are constructed in a positive light 
from the perspective of the participant? 

RQ3. Linking relationship constructions to knowledge communication practices 

3. Relationships (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006); Gee (2011, 
2014); (Wenger, 1998) 

Relationships are defined in the professional context 
of the study as the employees the participant 
associates with regularly, either online or face-to-
face 

Which relationships does the participant 
construct as important to their own 
practices and projects? On which grounds? 

3.1. Strong tie Granovetter (1973); Hansen (1999); 
(Levin & Cross, 2004) 

A relation characterised by frequent communication, 
and in the context of the thesis defined as involving 
an experience of identification. 

With whom does the participant 
communicate frequently? What is the 
nature and purpose of these interactions? 

Continued next page  
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Table 4 (continued) 

Code Name Theoretical origin of concept Definition in my dissertation 
Questions the coded interview passage 
answers 

3.2 Weak tie Granovetter (1973); Hansen (1999); 
(Levin & Cross, 2004) 

A relation characterised by infrequent communication. 
Knowledge of the relation is often mediated by  a third 
party. 

Why is this relation mentioned as part of 
the participant’s narrative? How does the 
participant use weak ties to find the 
knowledge they need and find useful? 

3.3 Transactive Memory 
System 

Wegner (1986) A memory of what others’ areas of expertise are; 
knowledge of who knows what. Can either be 
personalised, i.e. informal, or stored in mutually 
shared databases, i.e. formal 

How does the participant use their 
knowledge of who-knows-what to find 
knowledge? To what extent do the 
teams/projects described reflect use of 
the different areas of expertise of team 
members? 

3.3. Community of 
Practice 

Wenger (1998); Wenger, et al. (2002) A group sharing a practice and engaging in sharing and 
developing the knowledge domain attached to it. 

Which CoPs does the participant perceive 
him/herself as being part of? which 
value(s) does the participant associate 
with these CoPs? 

3.3.1 Shared repertoire Wenger (1998); Wenger, et al. (2002) CoPs develop a shared vocabulary, or repertoire, used 
when engaging with others in the community. 

Does the participant refer to terminology 
or phrases specific to the CoP he/she 
associates with? 

3.3.2. Meaning Wenger (1998); Wenger, et al. (2002) Particpants engage in CoPs because they find it 
meaningful. In this sense meaning is closely related to 
both the relations with others, and to the 
development of the knowledge domain of the CoP 

In what ways and for which purposes does 
the participant see the CoP as creating 
meaning for the participant? 

3.3.3. Joint enterprise Wenger (1998); Wenger, et al. (2002) CoP participants commit themselves to collaboration 
to maintain and develop their knowledge domain, 
thereby building a shared understanding. 

With whom does the participant engage 
in collaboration with to develop their 
practice?  What is the nature of the 
collaboration? 

3.3.4. Mutual 
engagement 

Wenger (1998); Wenger, et al. (2002) Through participation, members build norms and 
collaborative relationships. 

Which CoP practices does the participant 
engage in? With whom? For what 
purposes?  

Continued next page  
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Table 4 (continued) 

3.3.5 Social Coefficient 
of Knowing 

My term based on a fusion of Wenger’s 
(1998) social perspective on knowing and 
Polanyi’s (1966) concept personal 
coefficient of knowing 

The ‘social coefficient’ describes the tacit 
knowledge shared by a group or 
community, allowing them to decode the 
knowledge objects (reifications) of other 
team members.  

To what extent does the participant describe 
knowledge sharing within their groups (teams or CoPs) 
as having a special shared meaning for the group due 
to their participation in the group? 

3.3.6 Strategic 
community 

Storck and Hill (2000) Strategic Communities are CoPs instigated 
by organisations to leverage the 
knowledge created by employees 

Does the participant participate in any CoPs instigated 
by HR Consult? 

3.4.1 Global My own code Globally distributed relations and projects 
constructed as important in participant’s 
narrative.  

Which globally distributed relations does the 
participant identify with and why? 

3.4.2 Local My own code. Building on the socio-
technical perspective presented in 
chapter 2, I wanted to examine the 
importance of local and dispersed 
relations to different prototypes 

Local relations and projects constructed 
as important to the professional identity 
of the participant. 

Which local (co-located or distributed) relations does 
the participant identify with in their narratives and 
why? 

3.4.3 Online relation My own code. Building on the socio-
technical perspective presented in 
chapter 2, I wanted to examine the 
importance of local and dispersed 
relations to different prototypes 

Participant narratives construct a relation 
maintained primarily though ICT. 

To what extent does the participant see online 
relations as important in their work as consultants? Do 
online relations have a different status than co-located 
relations? 

3.5. Trust Mayer, et al. (1995); Schoorman, Mayer, 
and Davis (2007) 

Nooteboom (2011) 

“[Trust is] the willingness of a party to be 
vulnerable to the actions of another party 
based on the expectation that the other 
will perform a particular action important 
to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to 
monitor or control that other party.” 
(Mayer, et al., 1995, p. 712). 

To what extent does the participant trust in the 
relations they describe in the interview? On which 
actions are these trust beliefs founded? Which beliefs 
about future actions of the relation does the 
participant express? 

3.5.1. Trust behaviour Nooteboom (2011) Trust behaviour is defined as any 
behaviour which leads to the formation of 
trust beliefs 

Which behaviours does the participant build on as 
justification for the importance of the relationship 
described? 

Continued next page 
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Table 4 (continued) 

Code Name Theoretical origin of concept Definition in my dissertation Questions the coded interview passage answers 

3.5.2. Ability trust Mayer, et al. (1995); Schoorman, et al. 
(2007) 

Ability trust is a belief about another person’s 
competence within a specific knowledge 
domain. Beliefs about the same person’s 
abilities within different knowledge domains 
may differ based on the trustor’s beliefs 
about the trustee’s abilities in each 
knowledge domain. 

To what extent does the participant trust in the 
abilities of the relations they describe in the 
interview? On which actions are these trust beliefs 
founded? 

3.5.3. Benevolence trust Mayer, et al. (1995); Schoorman, et al. 
(2007). This form of trust based on an 
emotional attachment and therefore 
closely associated with “Affect-based 
trust” (McAllister, 1995) 

Belief that the trustee will do good to the 
trustor, regardless of their own self-interest.  

To what extent does the participant see a specific 
relation as acting in the participant’s best interest? 

3.5.4. Benevolence trust Mayer, et al. (1995); Schoorman, et al. 
(2007). This form of trust based on an 
emotional attachment and therefore 
closely associated with “Affect-based 
trust” (McAllister, 1995) 

Belief that the trustee will do good to the 
trustor, regardless of their own self-interest.  

To what extent does the participant see a specific 
relation as acting in the participant’s best interest? 

3.5.5. Integrity trust Mayer, et al. (1995); Schoorman, et al. 
(2007) 

“The trustor's perception that the trustee 
adheres to a set of principles that the trustor 
finds acceptable.” Mayer, et al., 1995, p. 712 

To what extent does the participant identify with 
the values and principles of the relation? 

3.5.6 Referred trust My concept, based on Mcknight, et al. 
(1998) and Meyerson, et al. (1996) 

A person (trustor) may form trust beliefs 
about a person (trustee) despite no previous 
interaction , if that person was recommended 
by a trusted relation. 

How does the participant build on referred trust to 
gain access to new relations and new knowledge? 
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 Analysing discursive sensemaking from macro-level to micro-level 

When I went through the first rounds of coding and memo writing of preliminary 

analyses, I did not separate the more macro-level of discursive sensemaking from the 

more micro-level of linguistic details used to realise that discursive sensemaking. I use 

micro and macro in the sense of Alvesson and Kärreman’s (2000) model of DA, 

presented in chapter 2. But as the analysis progressed iteratively and the pre-writing 

analysis memos were transformed into sections for the findings chapter, I found it 

necessary, to separate the two levels of analysis. So, the two levels should be seen as 

intertwined and co-constitutive of discursive sensemaking, even though the following 

separates them to show how my analysis moved from the macro-level of discursive 

sensemaking to the micro-level of linguistic realisation of discursive sensemaking. 

 Discursive sensemaking level examined through Gee’s Building Tasks  

At this level of analysis, I focus on how a participant makes retrospective sense of their 

practices. Practices are one of Gee’s building tasks, i.e. one of the seven elements we 

construct when speaking. My interview guide was designed to focus specifically on the 

Practice of communicating organisational knowledge at HR Consult by prompting 

interviewees to speak about local and global projects they were involved in. But because 

the sensemaking perspective entails that descriptions of practice are never value free or 

objective, the discursive construction of organisational Practices were always infused 

with the values and the perspective of the participant. Because of this, Gee’s building 

task Politics (distribution of social goods), can be used as a lens for focusing on how 

participants use (d)iscourse to render some organisational knowledge communication 

approaches more valuable than others, and how such privileging of certain approaches 

are justified by participants. Through the privileging of certain approaches the building 

task Politics (distribution of social goods) can be seen as closely linked to the building 

tasks Significance: participants tended to focus on their own approaches to 

organisational knowledge communication, thereby rendering their own perspective 

Significant.  

 These three building tasks, Practices, Politics (distribution of social goods), and 

Significance were the most important lenses for answering research question 1 about 

the perception of knowledge of the three prototypes. I used the building task 

Connections as a lens for putting focus on how participants connected their practices to 

perceptions of knowledge, for example when ‘Henrik’ uses a metaphor to connect his 
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organisational knowledge communication approach to musical improvisation, thereby 

emphasising the creativity and transformation entailed by his organisational knowledge 

communication approach. 

 The identity focus of research question 2 is examined mainly through the 

directly associated building task, Identity. But, participants rarely addressed their own 

or other’s identities explicitly. Discursive sensemaking about identity were embedded in 

the stories of practices and closely associated to the construction of justifications for 

some practices (often their own) as necessary and profitable to the organisation. 

Thereby the construction of identity was closely associated with the building task 

Politics (distribution of social goods). I sub-divided identity constructions into self-

identity, identity of others and identity of the organisation (subdivided into UK 

headquarters, Denmark and Benelux).12 As the analysis progressed, it became 

increasingly clear that participants’ constructed their own professional identity by 

comparing their own approaches to organisational knowledge to the approaches of their 

colleagues, and those encouraged by the organisation. This resulted in the same 

interview passages being coded as both the participants own identity and the 

participant’s construction of either colleague or organisational identity. These overlaps 

became important for the emergence in the data of what I have termed prototypical 

identities. As analysis progressed, I became increasingly aware of interview passages 

where participants’ justified their practices with reference to their perceptions of 

organisational knowledge. Through these justifications, participants negotiated 

(D)iscourses of the organisation, in the form of managers’ expectations and other 

colleagues’ practices, thereby constructing a professional identity based on these 

justifications. In negotiating organisational (D)iscourses participants can also be seen as 

engaging in the building task Politics (distribution of social goods), because they selected 

stories which supported their prototypical identity, and they justified the actions which 

they described in their accounts with reference to the values underlying their 

professional identities.. 

The relationship focus of research question 3 is directly linked to Gee’s building 

task relationships. But, as for the analyses for research question 1 and 2, participants’ 

constructions of relationships were embedded in their stories about their practices. 

                                                        

12 See (p. 81) for the list of codes, their definitions and their relation to research questions. 
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Through their selection of the relationships emphasised in the stories they constructed 

these as Significant to their sensemaking. 

The analysis of these building tasks was used to approach the data from a 

discursive sensemaking angle, through their function as a lens for examining how 

participants’ (d)iscourse constructs the participant’s perception of their organisational 

context, and the perception of knowledge, identity and relationships which they use to 

support their perspective on the organisational context and practices. This discursive 

sensemaking level can be seen as more macro-level analysis in terms of Alvesson and 

Kärreman’s  (2000) model of discourse analysis approaches. This level did not 

adequately exhaust the data, because the meaning of the interview statements and the 

value participants attached to particular statements was not only communicated 

through the written transcriptions, but also by the prosody used by participants to build 

the Significance of certain words, phrases or passages, thereby supporting analyses at 

the discursive sensemaking level of analysis. I provide the details of how I approach this 

more linguistically focused level of the analysis in the next section. 

 Realisation of Discursive sensemaking at the linguistic level - prosody, 
syntax, discourse markers and semantics as tools for analysing discursive 
sensemaking 

Through selective analysis of participants’ syntax, discourse markers, semantic choices 

and prosody, I show how participants use language rhetorically to support their 

discursive sensemaking. I use the word selective analysis, because I do not undertake 

exhaustive analyses of any of these linguistic features. Each of them are fields in their 

own right within Linguistics, and my analysis process only adopts a limited set of tools 

based mainly on Gee’s (2011, 2014) approach to discourse analysis.13 In the following, I 

provide an overview of how each of these linguistic features are examined as part of my 

discursive sensemaking analysis. I do not attempt to provide an overview of each of the 

fields, but instead aim at providing examples and justification for why each element is 

relevant to discursive sensemaking analysis. So, they should not be seen as separate 

from the discursive sensemaking level of the analysis, but more as a different focus in the 

analysis. 

                                                        

13 I use a capital ‘L’ in Linguistics to signify the academic discipline, whereas a small ‘l’ when referring to 
the more general meaning of linguistics as relating to aspects of language. 
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Gee’s focus on how language constructs the social world entails a Pragmatic 

view of language in which language is emphasised as performing a construction of 

reality from the speaker’s perspective.14 Discursive sensemaking analysis builds on this 

position by combining analysis at the sensemaking level (presented in the previous 

section) with analysis of  how specific linguistic elements are used to construct the 

speaker’s perspective on organisational knowledge (RQ1), professional identity (RQ2) 

and the relationships supporting this professional identity and perception of knowledge 

(RQ3). This distinguishes my DA approach from DA approaches within Linguistics. This 

means that analyses at what I call the linguistic level are never exhaustive from the point 

of view of a linguist. But they contain more linguistic evidence than is typically found in 

DA approaches within the social sciences. This choice in the focus of my DA approach is 

founded on the reflexive position outlined in chapter 3. From this perspective the 

mainstream social science approach to DA may be seen as focusing on the macro-level of 

discourse at the expense of the detail offered by closer linguistic analysis, which may 

also offer a firmer ground for the analysis by providing specific linguistic evidence. The 

mainstream DA approaches within the field of linguistics, on the other hand, may be 

seen as focusing too much on specific linguistic features and how they are used in 

specific social contexts at the expense of a more socially focused enquiry examining how 

language is used to build social reality, enacting and resisting (D)iscourses of the 

rhetorical situation in the process.  

4.7.4.1 Syntax supporting discursive sensemaking in research interviews 

At what I term the linguistic level of my analyses, I therefore draw attention to 

participants’ syntactic choices when these can be seen as building Significance by 

positioning certain sentence elements in more salient positions at the end of a phrase or 

the intonation unit. Two examples from my analyses may be the best way to illustrate 

this. The first example is the use of the passive voice to avoid placing responsibility for 

agency, for example when one participant, ‘Henrik’ states that “I’m told I shouldn’t 

develop so much” (‘Henrik’, my translation, par. 124, 27:38), thereby implicitly 

criticising his CEO who, based on the context of his statement, is the one telling him to 

reduce his development of new organisational knowledge. The other example is when 

‘Linda’ states that she “simply had to” select team members from outside the 

                                                        

14 Similar to my orthographic convention for Linguistics, I use a capital ‘P’ to refer to the field of 
Pragmatics, a sub-field within Linguistics which is concerned with how language takes on specific 
meanings within specific contexts, often beyond the literal meaning of grammar and semantics. 



 

184 

organisation to complete her project, despite her managers’ attempts to make her use 

more local members employed by HR Consult. In this statement, ‘Linda’ uses the deontic 

modal expression15 “had to” suggesting that she was obligated to oppose her managers’ 

attempts to enforce organisational practice. Based on the surrounding (d)iscourse of 

‘Linda’s’ interview, however, it becomes clear that the values of her own professional 

identity are the source of her sense of obligation. Thus, the syntactic choice of a modal 

expression serves a pragmatic rather than a grammatical function. This evidence from 

participant’s choices of syntax should not be used as determining meaning, but be used 

in conjunction with other linguistic and sensemaking evidence to add evidence for 

favouring some interpretations over others. 

4.7.4.2 Discourse markers supporting discursive sensemaking in research 

interviews 

In identifying passages in which participants discursively made sense of their Practices, I 

also relied on the analysis of discourse markers. Schiffrin (1988) introduced the notion of 

discourse markers, arguing that certain words (oh, well, and, but, or, so, because, now, 

then, 38Ty'know38T, and I mean) function to structure a piece of text, referred to as S2, in 

relation to the previous text, S1 (Fraser, 1999). The discourse markers thus signal a 

relationship between the the segment they introduce, S2, and the prior segment, S1. In 

the interviews, participants would often describe a certain practice, which became S1 

and follow this up with discursive sensemaking justifying this practice. This 

sensemaking justification thus performs the function of S2, and was usually signalled by 

the use of one of the discourse markers “so”, “well” or “y’know”, preceded and/or 

followed by pauses. The pauses combined with the discourse marker served to signal 

that the participant’s interpretation of the preceding description was coming. They have 

a core meaning, which is procedural, not conceptual, and their more specific 

interpretation is ‘negotiated’ by the context, both linguistic and conceptual. There are 

two types: those that relate the explicit interpretation conveyed by S2 with some aspect 

associated with the previous segment, S1; and those that relate the topic of S2 to that of 

S1. So, in accordance with my perspective on DA, Discourse markers cannot be 

interpreted in isolation, as simply syntactic functions, their function can only be 

interpreted within the context of the larger text, the way they are pronounced 

(Prosody), and the meaning the speaker is trying to convey. In this respect they go 

                                                        

15 ‘Deontic modality’ refers to verbs expressing necessity or obligation (Hjulmand, 2012). 
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beyond Halliday and Hasan (1976/2014), who mainly build on syntactic analysis of 

coherence and cohesion in English. However, in my DA approach, I also use their work in 

a more pragmatic way, for example to analyse how speakers use demonstrative 

pronouns to establish distance, for example when one of my participant uses the phrase 

“those managers” rather than naming them as she had done previously when speaking 

about them in another context. 

4.7.4.3 Semantics supporting discursive sensemaking in research interviews 

Through choice of words, speakers can privilege some meanings over others. This is 

what I mean by semantic choice in the analyses. By considering alternative choices and 

their implications when analysing the data, this privileging can be seen as a way of 

making certain aspects of the represented event more significant than others (Gee, 

2014). In doing so, participants infuse descriptions of their own and the organisational 

practices with distinct value-laden perspectives, which I see as explicit and discursive 

aspects of their retention. Through analyses of these choices, the concept of values 

underlying the participant’s professional identity is shifted from a hidden and tacit 

aspect of the participant’s inner life to a linguistic feature of the speaker’s (d)iscourse as 

they discursively make sense of their practices. As for syntax, analysis of these semantic 

choices are not considered in isolation in my analysis, but as co-constitutive of the 

participant’s discursive sensemaking.  

4.7.4.4 Prosody (stress, intonation, pitch, volume and pace) supporting discursive 

sensemaking in research interviews 

We recognise and intuitively analyse prosodic clues in daily conversations as a means 

for understanding for what our interlocutor is communicating. This section provides 

definitions of what I mean by stress, intonation, pitch, volume and pace and how these are 

related to discursive sensemaking. Stress can be defined as a grammatical element of 

how words, phrases and sentences are pronounced in a given language, but beyond this 

grammatical function, stress is used pragmatically to emphasise particular meanings by 

stressing certain words or phrases (Gee, 2011). Classic examples of this definition of 

stress are the difference between “I gave John the book” (constative, literal meaning) 

versus “I gave John the book” (depending on context, pragmatic meaning could be a 

denial of an accusation that the speaker forgot to give John the book). Wodak and Meyer 

(2009) argue that stress is a psychological rather than a physical concept, because it is 

intuitively heard despite numerous physical combinations of increased volume, 
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increased length and changing pitch. Change in pitch to put stress on a syllable can be 

expressed as both high and low pitch or glides up or down on the stressed syllable. I 

analyse stress as an element of my DA method, because participants often used stress to 

build Significance of certain elements of their (d)iscourse. By intonation, I refer to shifts 

in the pitch which occur over pronunciation of a phrase. I use intonation unit in the 

widely adopted meaning also used by Gee (2011, 2014) as a spoken unit of discourse 

which is intuitively analysed by a hearer as distinct from other intonation units. The 

intonation unit usually consists of a series of words spoken with a progressive shift in 

pitch across the intonation unit. This can consist in a falling intonation pattern giving the 

impression of a matter-of-fact statement followed by a full stop as in “I bought an apple.” 

Rising intonation patterns are typical of questions, particularly when these are not wh-

questions, for example “you bought an apple?” In Table 5 (p. 190) I provide a list of the 

transcription conventions I used. For ease of reference when reading the findings 

chapters, I have reproduced Table 5 in Appendix C.  

 In the following, I explain the terms used in the transcription system. I use pitch 

to refer to the highness or lowness with which a word or phrase is pronounced. As 

mentioned above, pitch is an aspect of the intonation unit, but occasionally participants 

spoke in a generally higher or lower pitch, making an intonation unit or series of 

intonation units stand out from the rest of the participant’s statements. Often this 

coincided with statements or passages relevant to the discursive sensemaking level of 

analysis, thereby adding Significance to the statement or passage. In my data, I found 

that sudden pitch shifts were often used to add emphasis to particular words. When this 

occurred in combination with higher volume in the pronunciation, I simply recorded the 

effect of added emphasis by marking the emphasised phrase in italics. The term pitch 

range is used in the analysis to describe the difference between highest and lowest pitch 

of an intonation unit. While the pitch range shifts between different speakers and 

different dialects, I use pitch range only to describe changes relative to the particular 

speaker’s pitch range in the particular interview, because this was when changes in 

pitch range made a phrase or statement stand out from the participant’s surrounding 

statements. This often occurred as a sign that a speaker was being ironic. Again, these 

analyses are always relative to the individual speaking style of a participant and must 

take account of individual speaking styles. For example one of my participants, “Rasmus” 

generally spoke with little shift in pitch range. On the other hand, “Dorthe” generally had 

a very varied pitch range. So, when the analysis indicates high pitch for “Rasmus”, the 

objectively measured pitch level may be lower than “Dorthe’s” average pitch level. 
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Finally, I use pace simply to describe the speed with which an intonation unit or series of 

intonation units are pronounced. Pace was relevant for the analysis of discursive 

sensemaking, because it can be used as a sign of hesitation or reflection, in the case of a 

slow pace, or excitement, in the case of a fast pace. As for all elements of prosody, such 

effects cannot be put into a formula and applied across cases, but must be situated 

within the context of the particular participant. I use the term prosodic cues to describe 

specific instances of, or combinations of, stress, intonation, pitch, volume and pace. 

Often prosodic cues combine for particular effects. For example, you might 

interpret low volume and small pitch range as sign of tiredness or, if combined with 

hesitations, as signs of uncertainty or non-confrontational lack of agreement with the 

interlocutor. As another example, I often analysed the combination of high pitch and fast 

pace as indications of a participant’s commitment to and passion for a statement. In the 

analyses, I also used prosodic cues as signalling whether the participant’s response, 

despite semantic agreement with a statement rests on a dubious foundation, and is 

constructed mainly for the occasion to present the participant in a certain light, or to 

fulfil participant expectations of researcher needs. While this ambiguity of interview 

statements can never be unequivocally resolved, the analysis of prosody can offer some 

indications of speaker attitude towards their (d)iscourse and (D)iscourses invoked by 

the (d)iscourse. This became an important basis for which to analyse the values of each 

prototypical identity. Thus, shifts in intonation and rhythm can be used by participants 

to render some phrases or spates of language more salient than others, thereby making 

the analysis of prosody relevant for discourse analysis at the pragmatic level, mainly 

through Gee’s building task Significance.  The analysis of prosody, as all discourse 

analysis, does not result in unequivocal meaning, but when combined with analyses at 

the discursive sensemaking level and with other linguistic evidence from the 

participant’s semantic and syntactic choices, I argue that this makes any interpretation 

both more solid and more transparent. 

Another reason for including prosodic cues in the transcriptions and the analysis 

is that it has been argued as being a means for capturing information which is lost when 

audio recordings are transcribed (Lemke, 2012). Because the spoken language of a 

research interview is never analysed directly, but through written transcripts, using 

interview data for research purposes can challenge data reliability. This is because 

prosodic cues can change the literal meaning of participants’ statements. As argued by 

Lemke (2012):  
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The process of transcription creates a new text whose relations to the original 

data are problematic. What sounds perfectly sensible and coherent may look 

in transcription confused and disorganised. What passes by in speech so 

quickly as not to be noticed, or is replaced by the listener's expectations of 

what should have been said, is frozen and magnified in transcription. Normal 

spoken language is full of hesitations, repetitions, false starts, re-starts, 

changes of grammatical construction in mid-utterance, non-standard forms, 

compressions and so on.” (Lemke, 2012, p. 1472) 

This quote from Lemke suggests that research quality may be challenged if no 

attempt is made to capture these nuances, because it becomes difficult to check whether 

the participant addresses a specific topic because the researcher is interested in that 

topic, or whether the topic addressed matters to the participant. The stress, intonation, 

pitch, volume and pace, together termed prosody in linguistics, caught by the audio 

recording contains clues to resolve this indeterminacy. Additionally, prosodic cues 

caught by the audio recording can offer clues as to the depth of participant commitment 

to a certain construction of their social world. Stress relates to the volume and 

uncharacteristically high or low pitch with which a word is spoken. Using stress, 

participants constructed significance is often used by the participants to render certain 

elements of the (d)iscourse more significant. 

4.7.4.5 Transcription conventions for capturing prosody 

The interview passages I selected for deeper analysis on the basis of the first rounds of 

content coding were re-transcribed to add prosodic details of stress, intonation, pitch, 

volume and pace. For this purpose, I needed a set of transcription conventions which 

fulfilled three needs: being easy to use in practice, being easily comprehendible to the 

reader, and having enough detail to show how prosodic cues were used by the 

participant to render some phrases or words more significant, or to add meaning 

beyond the literal meaning of the sentence. This added meaning often arose in 

interaction with other levels of analysis, and were used to render certain elements 

(phrases, words or syllables) more salient, or to rhetorically organise utterances to 

achieve specific effects. In the transcriptions, intonation units are marked by line breaks. 

Selecting which transcription conventions to adopt took more consideration 

than I had expected. Almost every discourse analyst seems to have their own set of 

transcription conventions, or have at least adapted an existing one to their needs. 
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Initially I found this odd, because the term ‘conventions’ connotes some agreement. Yet 

as I started working with my data, reflecting on what aspects of the prosody I needed for 

my purposes, I realised why there are just as many transcription conventions as there 

are discourse analysis approaches - depending on your discourse analysis approach, 

prosody may be the research focus in and of itself, or may be entirely irrelevant. A focus 

on prosody in and of itself would fall within Wetherell's first approach to DA, and 

possibly the second. On the other hand, the fourth approach analysing the mega-

discourse level might be uninterested in linguistic details such as prosody (Wetherell, 

2001). As an example of the first, linguistically focused approach, consider a sentence 

from a televised interview examined by Cheng and Lam (2011): "Well, I think I agree 

with, wi, but I think we need to look at the this issue from a bigger context". Using Cheng 

and Lam's (2011) transcription conventions, the sentence from the televised interview 

looks like this:  

The high level of detail not only seems to obscure the original text, but is 

detailed beyond the needs of my focus on discursive sensemaking in the semi-dispersed 

work context of HR Consult. So, I considered a number of existing transcription systems, 

but ended up combining and adding to the transcription conventions adopted by 

Wetherell, et al. (2001), Cheng and Lam (2011) and Drew and Heritage (1992). This 

provided me with the set of transcription conventions summarised in table 5 (p. 190). 

These were selected to suit my needs for detail without overcrowding the transcription 

with codes as in the example quoted in the previous paragraph. I chose not to adopt 

Wetherell’s practice of measuring pauses in 10ths of a second, as I could not, as listener, 

identify any significant changes in meaning in pauses with such small difference. 

Instead, I indicate whether a pause is short, typically a fraction of a second indicated by 

(.) in the transcription; or long, typically longer than a second, indicated by (..) in the 

transcription. Often meaning beyond grammatical or literal meaning was added through 

prosodic elements in the interviews. This is  consistent with the findings and 

conclusions from Myers (2007) and  Schiffrin (2008). Schiffrin (2008) also notes how 

pauses and phrases apparently devoid of semantic meaning, such y'know, are used to 

establish cohesion and delimit different sections in oral discourse. 
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Table 5: Transcription conventions used in the analysis of interviews building on 

the work of (Wetherell, et al., 2001), Cheng and Lam (2011), and (Drew & 

Heritage, 1992) 

Sign Description 

/ Rising intonation in the following part of the intonation unit - If this persists 
throughout the intonation unit it typically indicates a question. 

\ Falling intonation in the following words - if the sign precedes the last 
syllables of an intonation unit, it typically constitutes the verbal equivalent 
of a full stop. 

Word Italicised word is emphasised through higher volume or higer pitch 

^ Indicates that the following is spoken in high pitch. As argued by 
Wennerstrom (Wennerstrom, 2001), "a high onset in the pitch range, 
indicates a contrast in attitude with respect to the prior utterance” p. 23. 

_word Indicates that the intonation unit is spoken in low pitch. This is often used to 
indicate a foregone conclusion or information which the speaker seems is 
obvious or a self-evident piece of information (Wennerstrom, p. 67). But 
depending on the context, it may also indicate tiredness or frustration on 
the part of the speaker. 

= Indicates that the following is spoken in mid pitch. The code is only used if 
the pitch shifts from high to mid pitch within an intonation unit. If the entire 
intonation unit is spoken in mid pitch, this is not noted in the transcription. 

. Final contour - the verbal equivalent of a full stop at the end of an intonation 
unit. Can end a sentence fragment in oral discourse to add emphasis to the 
preceding constituent as in the following example where emphasis is added 
to “guys”, who are given the predicate “good people” in the next intonation 
unit: 
“/So ^these \guys. (.) 
/They’re good ^people.” (‘Henrik’, my translation, 303, 1:00:37) 
 

, Continuing contour - the verbal equivalent of a comma at the end of an 
intonation unit. This can occur in mid-sentence to emphasise certain 
grammatical elements.  
For example, the continuing contour is used in the following (combined with 
fronting the adverbial to sentence initial position) to add emphasis to the 
location where the speaker feels at home: 
“/and there, (.) 
\I feel at home there.” (‘Henrik’, my translation, 303, 1:00:37). 

(.) Pause, less than a second. 

(..) Pause, more than a second. 

-- Utterance cut off - interruption by self or other speaker. If the utterance is 
cut off by another intonation unit (i.e. a new line), the new intonation unit 
will be started by "--" to indicate that it follows immediately on from the 
previous intonation unit. 
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[faster 
pace] 

Pace of enunciation, which can also be described as a faster rhythm has not 
been assigned a short hand, but will be indicated in square brackets on a 
seperate line before the passage to indicate that it pertains to all following 
lines until a new square bracket with e.g.: “[normal pace]”. If the faster pace 
pertains only to one intonation unit, “[faster pace]” will be inserted at the 
beginning of that intonation unit and will be assumed to return to normal in 
the next intonation unit. 

£word£                                                                                                                                                                                                                     Words between £-symbols are spoken while laughing 

Often an intonation unit will combine rise and fall, or fall and rise in intonation 

within an intonation unit. To indicate the rise-fall contour, Cheng and Lam use "/\". 

Instead I use the slash or back slash consistent with the descriptions above, but I insert 

them within the intonation unit, thereby indicating when fall shifts to rise or vice versa. I 

considered this information important, because intonation is usually used to render the 

highest pitched syllable as most salient to the listener, thereby constructing that syllable 

as significant. An Intonation unit moving from high onset pitch to low pitch and back to 

high pitch at the end of the intonation unit typically renders the last word or words of 

the intonation unit significant. Whether only the last words or all words from the onset 

of the rising pitch are constructed as significant can only be determined on the basis of 

context, if at all (Cheng & Lim, 2011). Cheng & Lim (2011) use \/ to indicate this 

intonation contour, but again I insert the slash in the intonation unit just before the 

syllable starting the rise, thereby indicating which syllables are rendered significant by 

the intonation pattern. 

 Summary of the analysis process 

To sum up the analysis process, I start from a macro-level of discursive 

sensemaking by using Gee’s building tasks to examine how employees make sense of 

Practices, Identities, and Relationships, and how they render certain values and practices 

more Significant than others, build Connections between values and practices, thereby 

favour some values over others (the building task Politics (distribution of social goods). I 

then move to the linguistic level where tools from syntax, discourse markers, semantics, 

and (in particular) prosody are used to show how discursive sensemaking is realised a 

linguistic level. Having set out the details of each level of analysis, I will now shift to my 

considerations in writing up the analyses. 
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4.8 Writing up the analyses 

Because of the level of detail in each interview analysis, I chose to focus on three 

interviews which represented prototypes of professional identities among consultants at 

HR Consult. Their status as prototypes arose not only through the analyses of the 

interviews with participants, but also by the way they characterised other consultants’ 

identities. By identifying themselves with some seen as having similar professional 

identities, and dissociating themselves from others, participants built discursive 

sensemaking justifications for their own professional identities and approaches to 

organisational knowledge communication. In doing so, they constructed divisions 

among consultant based upon these different approaches and the professional identities 

attached to these approaches. Thus, relationships, which are the focus of my third 

research question, are important to the emergence of the three prototypical identities 

which I analyse in chapter 5. 

 In writing up the analyses, I have built a macro-structure based on the three 

pairs of research questions, and a micro-structure, for the analysis of each interview 

quote. I explain the structure in the next paragraph, and summarise it Table 6 (next 

page).  

 The identical macro-structure of the sections in the findings chapter (chapter 5) 

is signalled in similar main headings in each of the sections and supported by 

subheadings specific to that prototype. Within the sections, I adopted a consistent 

micro-structure for each interview quote. This micro-structure consists of a lead-in 

explaining why the quote is relevant in terms of the research questions and the 

analytical terminology presented in chapter 2. This is followed by an analysis from the 

discursive sensemaking perspective, and an analysis focusing on how this discursive 

sensemaking perspective is realised and supported by linguistic evidence. In the analysis 

memos, the higher order analyses of discursive sensemaking were intertwined with 

closer readings of how the discursive sensemaking was realised at the linguistic level. In 

writing up the analyses, I have tried to separate the two perspectives more to ensure 

accessibility and transparency. At the discursive sensemaking level, I draw attention to 

how participants use the (d)iscourse of interview statements to make sense of their 

practices. This can be seen as a more macro-level analysis in terms of Alvesson and 

Kärreman’s model of discourse analysis approaches. The linguistic analyses were not 

rigidly conducted to analyse every element of a quote. Instead, the analyses emphasise 

linguistic observations which inform the discursive sensemaking of the participant. 
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These linguistic analyses focus particularly on prosody which turned out to be important 

not only as signposts for the structure of the participants’ (d)iscourse, but as evidence 

for the commitment, resistance, excitement, frustration or indifference with which 

statements were uttered. Often the selection of quotes to be included in the analyses was 

Macro-structure of each interview analysis 

 Personal perception of knowledge (relating to RQ1) 

 Personal identity (relating to RQ2) 

 Relationships supporting the prototypical identity (relating to RQ3) 

Micro-structure of the analysis of individual quotes 

 Lead-in  

Explaining why the quote is relevant to the research question and the 

theoretical framework for knowledge communication presented in 

chapter 2 

 Analysis from a discursive sensemaking perspective 

 Using Gee’s building tasks to show how the quote: 

 Builds the participant’s identity, relationships and practices 

 Attaches significance to certain concepts or practices thereby 
privileging some sensemaking perspectives over others 

 Builds hierarchies of values and practices thereby building 
politics (distribution of social goods, by emphasising personally 
held values and practices over the values and practices of others 

 Analysis of linguistic evidence to the extent this supports the discursive 
sensemaking level 

 Prosody, semantics and syntax 

 Gee’s building task significance is also used at the linguistic level 
to show how certain syntactic structures, semantic choices or 
prosodic cues are used to priviledge certain elements of the 
(d)iscourse over others. 

 Lead-out situating the quote in relation to the theoretical concepts from 

ch. 2 and summing up the relevance of the quote for the research 

question. 

Table 6: Macro- and micro-structure of the write-up of findings 
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based on the analyses of prosody, which gave clues to whether a statement or issue was 

important to the participant. Because of this criterion, many of the analyses will provide 

prosodic cues as evidence of the participant’s emotion. As already mentioned, I have 

summed up this structure established in writing up the analyses in Table 6 (p.193) 

above. 

4.9 Generalisability as comparability to theory and other cases 

Generalisability can be problematic in qualitative case studies, even from the 

perspective of more positivist positions such as Yin (2003). Quantitative research built 

on random sampling may be able to be generalised to entire populations, though even 

the value of generalisation in the natural sciences has been called into question, because 

of the impossibility of controlling for all factors when conducting research (Delmar, 

2010). Furthermore, LeCompte and Goetz (1982) have argued that situational rather 

than demographic properties should form the grounds for generalisation. Yin (2003) 

posits that case studies offer the possibility of generalising to existing theory and to 

similar cases rather than entire populations. So, the advantage of qualitative case studies 

resides not in the ability to generalise to entire populations, but to show the impact of 

the specific research context for the findings, and show the relevance of the findings for 

other cases and existing theory. To underline the difference between generalisation in 

qualitative and quantitative research, some qualitative researchers have suggested using 

a different terminology altogether. For example Delmar cites Guba and Lincoln’s (1981, 

1982) suggestion to use the term ‘fittingness’ or to describe generalisation to other 

situations or contexts where the research findings might be applicable. Guba and Lincoln 

go further than Yin in arguing that generalisation to other cases requires detailed 

comparison of similarities and differences between cases. This places an obligation on 

qualitative researchers to provide detailed descriptions of the case settings examined 

(Delmar, 2010). The focus on detailed description reflects Delmar’s overall focus on 

transparency in the research process as a measure of quality in qualitative research. I 

addressed this by devoting sections detailing my methodology from designing the 

interview guide and conducting the interviews to the analysis steps and the 

considerations in writing up the data. In the findings chapters, I have addressed the call 

for transparency by providing detailed analysis with direct reference to participants’ 

interview statements. 
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 Shifting from generalisability to quality of craftsmanship as criterion for 
success 

This requirement for detailed description of case context and findings forms the basis 

for Delmar’s (2010) argument for shifting focus from generalizability towards “the 

quality and validity of qualitative research” (p. 116). Validity should be understood here 

in a broader sense than in the natural sciences where validity is a statistical test to 

measure “whether a method investigates what it purports to investigate.” (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2009, p. 327). Though Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) adopt a more 

poststructuralist position than either Yin (2003) or Delmar (2010), their argument for 

validity in qualitative research as shown through “quality of craftsmanship” (Kvale and 

Brinkman 2009, p. 247) can be seen as similar to Delmar’s (2010) argument for detailed 

case description. As mentioned, the detailed case description builds a transparency 

which seems to be an integral part of ensuring quality of research. So both Delmar 

(2010) and Kvale and Brinkman (2009) argue for an adoption of ‘validation’ in its more 

general meaning: ‘to check’. Building on this more general conception of validity, Kvale 

and Brinkman (2009) argue that validity should permeate all stages of the research 

process. In arguing for their redefinition of validity within a constructionist framework, 

they firstly argue for ensuring “the logic of the derivations from theory to the research 

questions of the study” (Kvale and Brinkman, 2009, p. 248). I seek to achieve this 

through the development of the propositions linking theory to research questions in the 

section “Justifying the research questions” (p. 160). I go a step further than Kvale and 

Brinkman (2009) propose by also linking research questions to the semi-structured 

interview guide (p. 167) and providing detailed descriptions of the steps in the analysis 

process leading to the answering of the questions (p.170). Thereby, each section of the 

methodology chapter adds elements to build transparency in the research design from 

conceptualisation to write-up. Secondly, Kvale and Brinkman argue that the methods 

adopted must match the purpose of the study, which I seek to achieve by adopting a 

discourse analysis lens to study discursive constructions of sensemaking in employee 

interviews. 

The transparency in the case description and findings advocated by Delmar 

(2010) also impacts on the replicability of the research study. Yin (2003) argues that in 

case study research, replicability concerns the possibility of conducting the same case 

again, not, as in quantitative research, the possibility of replicating the findings in other 

settings. If a case study is to be replicated in the fashion described by Yin, transparency 

of the case description, the methods used to analyse the case, and the analysis procedure 
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itself is required. However, even extensive transparency of the research process may not 

be enough to ensure replicability. As argued by Delmar (2010): “the sheer number of 

individual and conceptual components in qualitative research is so large that a 

piecemeal repetition of each appears to be a hopeless task” (Delmar, 2010, p. 117). In 

place of replicability, I adopt a focus on transparency through a detailed description of 

the research process, from the design of the interview guides, to conducting and 

analysing the interviews and choices in writing up the data. This transparency focus 

therefore permeates the research study throughout.    

4.10  Methods to operationalise discursive sensemaking: Conclusion 

The methods to operationalise discursive sensemaking analysis presented in this 

chapter build on the multidisciplinary theoretical lens presented in chapter 2. The semi-

structured interview guide was designed to encourage participants to provide accounts 

about specific semi-dispersed projects and teams they had been or were currently 

involved in, thereby situating them within the semi-dispersed work context examined in 

section 2.2. The interview guide also had sections with probes to dig deeper into the 

perception of knowledge, identity and relationships described in the interview accounts, 

thereby linking the interviews to the theories presented and discussed in sections 2.3 to 

2.5. The coding template used in the first step of the analysis process was directly built 

on the multidisciplinary theoretical concepts from chapter 2 (see table 4, p. 171). Finally, 

the discursive sensemaking analysis applied as the final step of the analysis process built 

on both the sensemaking perspective presented in section 2.1 and the considerations 

about the DA approach presented in both section 2.6, 2.7 and chapter 4.  

 The chapter started by describing the case company, HR Consult and the 

sampling strategy. In terms of sampling, I consider HR Consult a critical case, because 

the company builds its strategy on reapplying existing knowledge created by the R&D 

department. This means that employees have little incentive to develop organisational 

knowledge and little incentive to communicate new knowledge. The employees 

interviewed are from the Danish, Benelux and UK offices of HR Consult, which is small to 

medium sized global organisation that has built a product portfolio of personal, team, 

sales and leadership training. Paticipants include both consultants, administrative 

employees and managers. Administrative staff and managers were mainly used to 

contextualise the study, which centres on knowledge communication between the 

consultants locally and globally.  
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 After the description of the organisational context of the case study, I justified 

my research questions from a method perspective (section 4.3). I then argued for using 

research interviews as means for employees to engage in what I have termed discursive 

sensemaking (section 4.4). I situated discursive sensemaking within Weick’s (1995, 

2001) framework but I contribute to it by building a discourse analysis lens to examine 

interviews as discursive sensemaking. I argued that discursive sensemaking considers 

research interviews as narratives of organisational practices infused with employee 

sensemaking perspectives. The participants represent the organisation and the practices 

they engage in through the lens of their values and professional identities.  

I then described the design of the semi-structured interview guide in which I 

aimed to engage participants in retelling narratives from their current projects locally 

and globally, and built probes to get them to elaborate on the nature of the knowledge 

communication and relations used for such knowledge communication (section 4.4.1). 

In conducting the interviews, I tended to function mainly as a guide to engage 

participants in providing accounts about their practices and to encourage sensemaking 

about the practices they described in their accounts. Often the only encouragement 

needed was a repetition of what they had said, which would then spark their relections 

on the practices described. But some participants only provided accounts of what they 

did, and despite probes and direct questions offered few reflections on their own 

practices. In these cases, the practices described were compared to the practices of other 

participants. In the later stages of analysis, after the three identity configurations 

became more clear, this comparison made it possible to associate all participants with 

one of three identity configurations. Also, a section of the interview guide focussed 

specifically on the relationships which participants identified as important for their 

practices. These accounts of relationships also provided information about who they 

identitied with in the organisation, thereby also indicating the different identity 

configurations. 

After describing the data construction process, I described the analyses process 

which involved iterative steps of coding, analysing and writing up (section 4.7.1). In 

coding the interviews I started by building a coding template of terms from the 

theoretical perspectives presented in chapter 2. During the coding process, I engaged in 

extensive memo-writing which became prewriting of analyses as well as descriptions of 

emerging codes during the analysis. This coding and memo-writing process of all 

interviews led to the emergence three configurations of professional identities 
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constructed by participants as they compared and contrasted their practices with those 

of others in the organisation. Approaches associated with each professional indentity 

configuration were supported by some participants while being opposed by others, 

thereby emerging as identity catagories defined by particular perceptions of 

organisational knowledge and professional identity, and supported through association 

or dissociation with other employees perceptions of knowledge and identity.  

The coding process described in section 4.7.1. provided the groundwork for 

selecting three interviews as prototypical examples of each identity category. Key 

interview passages from these three participants were selected based on the codes and 

memos, and were then subjected to more detailed analysis using the discursive 

sensemaking analysis described in section 4.7.2. That section describes the co-

constitutive levels of a more macro-level putting focus on discursive sensemaking using 

Gee’s (2011, 2014) building tasks combined with a more micro-level linguistic focus 

showing how language is used to build the participant’s discursive sensemaking. At the 

discursive sensemaking level, I focused on how participants made sense of their own 

and others’ knowledge communication practices (RQ1), made sense of their professional 

identity (RQ2) and how their constructed relationships support their sensemaking 

perspectives. At the linguistic level, I employed a set of linguistic tools to analyse 

primarily prosody and secondarly semantic and syntactic choices. The tools were 

applied to the extent these linguistic lenses informed the three research questions.  

Towards the end of the chapter, I provided my considerations in writing-up the 

data (section 4.8). Finally, section 4.9. considered the problem of generalisabilty when 

examining just one case. I argued on the basis of Kvale and Brinkman (2009) that quality 

of craftsmanship, i.e. the detailed and transparent analysis of qualitiative data and the 

comparison of that data to existing theory may be a more desirable aim for qualitative 

studies.  

The next chapter goes into detail with the findings which emerged through the 

application of the analytical process and the structure for writing up the data which I 

have detailed in this chapter. 
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Chapter 5: 

Findings - perceptions of knowledge, professional identities 

and relationships 

This chapter lays out the findings resulting from the analytical process described in 

chapter 4. The interviews were coded using the theoretical concepts and analytical 

questions laid out in table 4 (p. 171) and reproduced in Appendix E).  Patterns across 

the analyses pointed to configurations of three professional identities, of which I 

selected three interviews as prototypical examples of each of these configurations of 

identities. Gee’s (2011, 2014) building tasks were part of the coding structure, and the 

building task ‘identities’ turned out to be the most oft used code. During the coding 

process, subcategories in the form of ‘self’, ‘other’ or ‘organisation’ were added as 

subordinate codes. When a particular and fairly consistent set of professional identity 

traits were described by some interviewees as the basis for their own and others’ action, 

while the same set of professional identity traits was opposed by other participants, I 

began to analyse these as distinct configurations of professional identity. The identity 

configurations thus emerged through triangulation between interview passages coded 

as self-identity and passages coded as identity of others. 

 I then selected three participants as prototypical representatives of each 

identity category. Those three interviews were subjected to the analytical process of 

Discursive Sensemaking Analysis as laid out in chapter 4 with purpose of analysing the 

interrelations between their perceptions of knowledge, identity and relationships. In 

this chapter, I devote a section to each of these prototypes, which I have termed the 

knowledge transfer prototype (section 5.1), the community supported knowledge creator 

prototype (section 5.2), and the knowledge team prototype (section 5.3).  

 The selection of three interviews as prototypes does not imply that the 

boundaries between the identity configurations are not blurred; they are. Nor do I 

intend to efface individual idiosyncratic practices by proposing the three prototypes. 

Rather, the intention is to build an awareness of how different professional identity 

configurations can result in patterns of knowledge communication across dispersed 

networks of employees. The deeper analysis of each prototype will also make the 

‘discursive sensemaking’ of participants more transparent. The participants selected as 

prototypical examples of each identity category were also partly selected for their 
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willingness to offer interpretations of, reflections on and justification for their own 

practices and the practices of others’; i.e. what the thesis refers to as ‘discursive 

sensemaking’.  

 The analyses suggest that the increasing dispersion of organisations allows the 

sustenance of identity configurations in CoPs and knowledge teams spanning the 

boundaries of a dispersed global organisation, thereby allowing less common 

professional identities to find a social basis for their professional identities in dispersed 

CoPs or relationships which can be seen exhibiting traits similar to CoPs. The analysis 

therefore supports the socio-technical insight that technologies can be appropriated by 

users in ways unexpected by the designers and decision makers. Thus, dispersed 

organisations can offer a wider social basis for professional identities which do not 

necessarily follow organisational expectations, but develop and transform 

organisational knowledge in unforeseen but potentially rewarding ways challenging the 

status quo in the organisation. Awareness of the prototypes, and the identity 

configurations which they represent, may help teams and organisations form more 

effective semi-dispersed teams by building on existing networks among employees and 

by building awareness of different approaches to similar knowledge domains. 

 Please note the following two conventions which are adopted throughout the 

analysis. Firstly, I systematically use the transcription conventions explained in chapter 

4 for showing prosodic detail when quoting passages from the interviews. An overview 

of these transcription codes is provided in Appendix C. This means that interview 

passages do not follow normal orthographic conventions: for example, a full stop may 

occur in mid-sentence, because the participant used an “end-of-sentence” intonation 

contour to put emphasis on a particular phrase or word. In the analyses of these quotes I 

refer to words or phrases without the transcription codes, but refer to the line numbers 

of the full quote when doing so. Each of the theoretical terms, the reference for them and 

a brief definition of each term is provided in the table in Appendix E  which is a 

reproduction of table 4 in chapter 4. The second convention adopted is that I refer to the 

interview quotes using the following format: 

 ([participant’s name], “my translation”, [paragraph number of the 

transcription], [time stamp of the audio]) 

For example: (Henrik, my translation, 456, 0:34:56). Because the quotes have been 

translated from Danish, I include the words “my translation” in the reference.  
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5.1 The knowledge transfer prototype 

This section provides a brief introduction to the most common professional identity 

prototype at HR Consult Denmark and UK, the knowledge transfer prototype. I do not 

analyse this prototype in depth using my discursive sensemaking DA approach explained 

in chapter 4, because my focus is on the critical cases represented by the community 

supported knowledge creator, presented in section 5.2, and the knowledge team 

prototype, presented in section 5.3. To do so, I use examples primarily from my 

interview with Dorthe at HR Consult Denmark, and the secondarily from the UK Client 

Relations Management Team (CRMT), where I interviewed two of the members. These 

two UK participants represented the knowledge team prototypical identity and the 

community supported knowledge creator identity, and in their discursive sensemaking 

explicitly dissociated themselves from the members of the team that represent the 

knowledge transfer prototypical identity. Despite their bias, they did describe the 

knowledge communication practice of the knowledge transfer prototypical identity, and 

it is these descriptions in addition to description with managers in the UK, which I build-

on in this section when providing examples of the knowledge transfer prototype in the 

UK. I do so with the awareness that interviews with the UK consultants representing the 

prototype would have provided a more solid empirical grounding.  

 There seems to be an organisational (D)iscourse in these two organisations 

which leads to an expectation that the consultants should mainly communicate the 

highly codified knowledge products produced by HR Consult UK, to ensure a high 

revenue, rather than engage in transforming them to situate16 the knowledge within the 

client context. This (D)iscourse emerges in (d)iscourses on the corporate intranet, at 

meetings in the organisation and in formal documents and presentations on 

organisational strategy emphasising growth of the organisation through market 

penetration. The means for achieving this goal seems to be to sell HR Consult knowledge 

in the form of highly codified learning modules with workshop programmes, PowerPoint 

presentations and workshop exercises. The core of the strategy builds on the ability to 

combine, to use Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) term, these modules into learning 

programmes to address client demands and challenges, without engaging in time 

consuming knowledge creation and transformation at the consultancy level. The key 

                                                        

16 I use term ‘situate’ throughout the analyses in this chapter in the sense of Lave and Wenger (1991). i.e. 
Learning (or knowing) which is situated within specific contexts and practices, rather than being general 
and abstract. 
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characteristic of the knowledge transfer prototype at the consultancy level seems to be 

the construction of a professional identity centred on the value of these HR Consult 

learning modules. This does not seem to be based solely on organisational requirements 

for generating revenue, but also a professional identity built on a high respect and 

passion for communicating knowledge products designed by HR Consult R&D. 

 In the following, I use these examples to answer the three main research 

questions from the perspective of the knowledge transfer prototype, thereby allowing for 

comparison between the knowledge transfer prototype and the two other prototypes 

presented in sections 5.2 and 5.3.   

 Perception of knowledge 

This section briefly outlines the perception of organisational knowledge of the 

knowledge transfer prototype in order to answer both aspects of research question 1. 

The first aspect is: 

1.a) How do employees make sense of organisational knowledge at HR Consult? 

Dorthe from HR Consult Denmark can be seen as a prototype of the knowledge 

transfer prototype identity. Her perception of organisational knowledge can be seen in 

her description of her participation in an international project to provide sales training 

for staff in airport duty-free shops in airports across Europe. She argues that the project 

was successful, because the project coordinator maintained frequent communication 

with consultants in each country. The purpose of this frequent communication was to 

ensure that they followed the plan for the teaching of HR Consult’s learning programme 

as agreed, and to address any issues encountered when teaching the programme to the 

client’s staff. In her discursive sensemaking about the project, Dorthe argues that the 

project was successful because the team coordinator made sure that everyone on the 

team delivered the training programme exactly as it was designed. Dorthe praises this 

approach, and emphasises the adherence to the teaching of the programme as planned 

as a key criterion for the success of the project. This example seems characteristic of the 

knowledge transfer prototype, because it suggests a respect for centrally developed HR 

Consult knowledge. The perception of knowledge in this project can thus be seen as 

emphasising a static view of organisational knowledge as a fairly stable object which, 

through careful planning and personal interaction between knower and learner, can be 

transferred and applied as intended. The value for HR Consult regarding the reliability of 
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the knowledge transfer prototypical identity consists in being able to deliver the same 

learning programme across internationally dispersed client locations.  

Notice that this perception of knowledge should not be seen as a naive belief 

that the codified knowledge products of HR Consult, such as PowerPoints and written 

documentation of the knowledge can just be handed over to the client. Dorthe 

emphasises that she spent three days per week over a period of 6 months teaching and 

implementing the programme in the client’s organisation. Nevertheless, a characteristic 

of Dorthe as a knowledge transfer prototype seems to be that she does not question or 

change the HR Consult learning programme. 

From the UK office of HR Consult, the knowledge transfer prototypical identity 

can be seen among some of the members of the Client Relations Management Team, and 

here I interviewed two of the members. For the knowledge transfer prototypical 

identities in this team focus on delivering the standardised HR Consult core learning 

programme to client representatives through standardised quarterly four day 

accreditation programmes. These accreditations give the client employees responsibility 

for implementing HR Consult’s learning modules within their own organisations. In 

addition to the fee for accreditations and the learning modules, the UK consultants with 

a knowledge transfer identity try to persuade the client organisation to purchase 

personality profiles for all staff in the client organisation in order to implement the HR 

Consult development programme throughout the entire organisation. These employees 

argue that the emphasis on standardised learning modules and personality profiles 

ensures that all staff in the organisation have received the same training modules and 

are able to understand themselves and colleagues better through the focus on 

personality types. From the perspective of HR Consult, the perception of organisational 

knowledge as a standardised product which can be delivered in a variety of client 

contexts ensures a high level of revenue generated from the costly product development 

in the R&D development at HR Consult HQ in the UK. 

To summarise the perception of knowledge of the knowledge transfer prototype, 

Dorthe and others with similar professional identities in the organisation have a 

preference for highly encoded and explicit knowledge. Adaption of knowledge to suit 

specific client contexts consists mainly in combiniation of the modular solut   

The second aspect of RQ1 is: 

1.b)   What does this mean for communication of organisational knowledge at  HR 
Consult? 
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The knowledge transfer prototype seems to value highly codified knowledge. This can be 

seen in Dorthe’s emphasis on delivering HR Consult’s training exactly as it was designed. 

In terms of knowledge communication, the emphasis on knowledge transfer rather than 

knowledge development in her project meant that there was little communication of 

knowledge between the consultants in the different countries. The consultants therefore 

never engaged in what Wenger (1998) describes as a mutual engagement, and never 

built knowledge about the other consultants’ unique abilities, i.e. a Transactive Memory 

System (TMS). 

 For the UK consultants with a knowledge transfer identity, their perception of 

knowledgemeans that they do not engage in interaction with the client to understand 

how HR Consult’s knowledge is implemented in the client organisation, according to the 

consultant Linda, who does not share this perception of knowledge,. A consequence 

according to Linda is that the consultants with a knowledge transfer identity have less 

understanding of how HR Consult knowledge is applied within the client company. 

Contrary to Dorthe, the UK employees with a knowledge transfer identity do not engage 

in communicating the HR Consult knowledge to the client themselves, but leave the 

communication of HR Consult knowledge to consultants conducting the 4 day 

accreditations of client employees. Linda is analysed as an example of the knowledge 

team prototype in section 5.4. 

 Professional identity 

This section briefly outlines the perception of professional identity of the knowledge 

transfer prototype in order to answer both aspects of research question 2. The first 

aspect is: 

2.a) How can these different sensemaking perceptions of organisational knowledge be 

linked to different prototypical knowledge communication identities at HR Consult? 

Throughout the interview with Dorthe, her narratives of projects and practices keep 

emphasising the value of highly codified knowledge. In constructing her professional 

identity in the interview, she emphasises the value of timing slides and exercises to 

ensure that there is as little deviance in the delivery of a presentation to a client. Her 

professional identity seems to be centred on this value. This can bee seen in her 

descriptions of project which she did not see as successful. In these projects, she 

ascribes the lack of success to the failure of colleagues to deliver the learning 

programme as prescribed. Instead these colleagues improvised in interaction with the 
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client audience. She and other consultants that seem to represent the knowledge transfer 

identity express a high respect for the HR Consult brand and the products associated 

with it, and build a professional identity based on the value of the knowledge of their 

products. This respect emerges in the shared repertoire (Wenger 1998) between 

employees and manager’s in the organisation. This shared repertoire builds on the 

vocabulary of the personality profiling system for describing personality types. In all the 

meetings I have participated in and in most of the interviews I have conducted, 

consultants and managers used this shared repertoire to describe not only personality 

types, but meeting styles, documents, teams and entire organisations. For Dorthe, as an 

example of the knowledge transfer prototypical identity, her professional identity seems 

to be centred on this respect for the HR Consult brand and product line.  

 Similarly, the value of delivering standardised HR Consult learning programmes 

emerged as a distinct professional identity among some of the UK consultants of the 

Client Relations Management Team. However, the knowledge transfer identity did not 

gain status as a distinct identity configuration at HR Consult UK in the initial stages of 

the data analysis. Their conformity to organisational expectations seems to construct 

them as simply dutiful employees, and this aspect does seem to be characteristic of the 

knowledge transfer prototypical identity. It was through the emergence of the community 

supported knowledge creator (see section 5.3) and the knowledge team identity(see 

section 5.4), that the more common knowledge transfer prototype emerged as a distinct 

identity configuration. Unlike the two other prototypes, the knowledge transfer identity 

configuration centre their professional identity on a respect for the HR Consult 

knowledge embedded in products, practices and the (D)iscourse of the organisation. 

I know shift to the second aspect of RQ2, which centres on how different identity 

prototypes communicate knowledge. Again, I should emphasise that the employees 

analysed as prototypes were selected on the basis as representatives of identitites and 

practices of larger groups of employees.  

2.b) How do different prototypes approach communication of organisational knowledge? 

The perception of knowledge valuing encoded and explicit knowledge products seem to 

lead to knowledge communication practices focusing on transferring existing HR 

Consult knowledge to clients. When analysed using Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) SECI 

model (see section 2.3.2) this knowledge communication practice can be seen as missing 

a knowledge creation step at the consultant level. From the perspective of the knowledge 

transfer prototype, knowledge creation occurs at the central R&D department, and the 
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task of consultants becomes a transfer of this codified knowledge to the client through 

learning development programmes built from the modules constructed by the R&D 

department. In the following, I describe this knowledge communication practice using 

the vocabulary built in the literature review of knowledge communication literature in 

section 2.3. The knowledge transfer prototype can be seen as first internalising HR 

Consult knowledge. Through the use of the vocabulary attached to this knowledge, the 

knowledge can be seen as embedded and encultured among consultants and managers 

in the organisation. Through this internalisation of the products, consultants become 

able to combine the training modules designed by R&D into training programmes 

adapted to the needs of a client organisation. This combination step builds on combining 

codified, mainly explicit knowledge products designed by R&D. Consultants with a 

knowledge transfer prototype then externalise this knowledge within different client 

contexts to ensure a new process of internalisation within the client organisation. 

Ideally, the client is then able to apply the knowledge to solve the challenges which 

brought them to HR Consult in the first place. Because the externalisation of HR consult 

knowledge in the client organisation builds on existing codified knowledge, new HR 

Consult knowledge does not seem to be created in this process. The main criterion for 

success in their role as consultants thus seems to be the extent to which existing HR 

Consult knowledge is internalised and applied within the client organisation. 

 The main difference between the knowledge transfer prototypes in Denmark and 

the UK seems to arise from the larger scale of the UK organisation which  entails a higher 

specialisation of consultants. For Dorthe at HR Consult Denmark, most of her projects 

with Danish organisations involve both combining codified learning modules to address 

client needs for training and development, and teaching the programme within the 

client organisation. For the UK knowledge transfer prototypes, they were mainly 

responsible for combining the training modules to address client needs, while the 

training was completed by consultants who specialised in specific training modules. 

To sum up how the perception of knowledge of the knowledge transfer identity affects 

knowledge communication practices at HR Consult, it seems that employees with this 

identity tend to focus on highly encoded and explicit knowledge in the form of 

predesigned training modules which can be combined and reapplied in a variety of 

client contexts without adaption or transformation of the existing knowledge products. 
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 Relationships supporting the network of knowledge transfer identities 

This section briefly outlines the how the knowledge transfer prototypes uses 

relationships to support their perception of knowledge and the practices attached to it: 

3.a) How are local and dispersed relationships used to support different professional 

identities at HR Consult? 

The relationships which Dorthe constructs as most important to her work at HR Consult 

are built on more personal, affect-based connections, to use McAllister’s (1995) trust 

concept. When asked for examples of how these relations supported her in her work as a 

consultant, she gave examples of sharing leads for potential clients, and the fundamental 

feeling of connecting on a personal level with someone. The latter seems to represent 

affect-based trust, while the former, i.e. exchange of client leads, seems to suggest that it 

is not the communication of complex, uncodified knowledge which she values in her 

professional relationships. For Dorthe, the relationship she constructed as most 

important to her was a co-located consultant and member of staff. When I interviewed 

Dorthe, he had just left the organisation due to dissatisfaction with the CEO. A few 

months later, Dorthe left too. 

 For the UK members of the Client Relations Management Team, half the team 

seemed to represent some form of the knowledge transfer prototype, while the others, 

including the two members interviewed for this study, represented the community 

supported knowledge creator or the knowledge team prototype. The latter two 

prototypes, which I analyse more thoroughly in section 5.3 and 5.4 respectively, do not 

share the respect for the HR Consult learning modules or the focus on mainly codified 

knowledge. The focus of the knowledge transfer prototypes on selling codified knowledge 

products to the client seems to mean that they do not find meaning in building 

professional relationships with members of the team who do not share their perception 

of knowledge.  

I now turn to the second aspect of RQ3, relating to what the type of relationships 

described above as typical for the knowledge transfer identity mean for the 

communication of knowledge at HR Consult:   

3.b) What do configurations of identities mean for communication of organisational 

knowledge at HR Consult? 

For Dorthe, the knowledge communication in the project for training sales staff for duty-

free shops in European airports consisted mainly of communication with the project 
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coordinator. Asked directly she states that there was little need to communicate with the 

other consultants because they were all implementing the same training programme, 

and any issues in the individual countries should, and were, solved by the project 

coordinator and her supervisor, the project manager.  

 To conclude on the knowledge transfer prototype, the key characteristics of this 

prototype seem to be a perception of knowledge valuing codified knowledge, and a high 

respect for the quality of the codified knowledge products produced by HR Consult R&D. 

This does not mean that the knowledge transfer prototype does not appreciate the time 

needed to internalise and apply the knowledge within the client context, but the 

knowledge transfer prototype seems to trust that the exercises and workshops built by 

R&D are sufficient to achieve this goal. The relationships among consultants suggest that 

locally the employees representing the knowledge transfer prototype seem to mainly 

engage in communication with one another rather than with the other consultants with 

whom they do not share the same perception of organisational knowledge. Furthermore, 

Dorthe’s international project suggests that an effect of the high focus on transferring 

codified knowledge means that communication in the internationally dispersed project 

team occurs mainly between the individual consultant and the project coordinator, 

rather than between the consultants who share experience of interation with the client. 

This practice means that the TMS, i.e. knowledge of each other’s different abilities, is not 

developed between the consultants on the project. In other words despite having 

worked on the same project, the consultants have not really worked together.  

The knowledge transfer prototype represents a strong contrast to the community 

supported knowledge creator analysed in the next section. 

5.2 Henrik as a community supported knowledge creator  

Henrik can be understood as representing a community supported knowledge creator 

identity. The term community supported could suggest a harmonious relation with his 

colleagues, but this is not the case. Rather community supported refers to his ability to 

find a social basis in a dispersed community of practice (CoP) for a professional identity 

building on a perception of knowledge as a process which needs to be situated and 

transformed to the client’s contexts and challenges to ensure learning and development. 

This professional identity builds on a set of values conflicting with the (D)iscourse of HR 

Consult strategy in general, and his co-located colleagues in Denmark in particular. The 
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difference in perceptions of knowledge underlying this clash of (d)iscourses seems to 

lead to a local lack of knowledge communication at HR Consult Denmark.  

 The three key characteristics of his prototypical identity can be analysed as, 

first, a strong focus on transforming and re-creating organisational knowledge to situate 

it within specific client contexts (full analysis in section 5.2.1 and 5.2.2). Secondly, a need 

for a high level of autonomy from management interference to be able to perform this 

knowledge creation practice (full analysis in section5.2.2. And thirdly, a need to support 

his professional identity as a knowledge creator through participation in a globally 

dispersed Community of Practice (CoP) (analysed in section 5.2.3). The internationally 

dispersed CoP he participates in includes some of the other few who share the 

knowledge creating aspect of his professional identity. In Henrik’s case the community 

takes the specific form of a strategic community (Storck & Hill, 2000) of practitioners 

sharing his focus on transforming and re-creating organisational knowledge. The 

community can be seen as a strategic community, because it was instigated in 2011 by 

the new Head of Development at HR Consult UK. In addition to the intrinsic value of a 

CoP, i.e. building identity and meaningful participation, the community has the 

organisational purpose of leveraging knowledge created at the consultant level. Thus, 

the strategic community can be seen as a sign that the HR Consult (D)iscourse is 

beginning to shift towards a higher focus on the knowledge created at the consultancy 

level by the community supported knowledge creator identity configuration  and the 

knowledge team identity configuration dispersed throughout the global organisation.  

 This dispersed community provides Henrik with a continued sense of meaning 

and purpose, and he expresses frustration with the lack of knowledge communication 

and knowledge creation among his co-located colleagues in Denmark. So contrary to the 

expectations from interpersonal and social foci of both the SECI theory and CoP theory, 

Henrik’s knowledge transformation practice does not involve his co-located colleagues. 

Instead the new learning programmes he designs arise out of frequent interaction with 

his clients. He focuses on a deep internalisation of the explicit organisational knowledge 

products produced by HR Consult R&D, and uses this deep understanding to transform 

organisational knowledge to client needs.  

 In the interview Henrik explicitly criticises the organisational (D)iscourse which 

focuses on communicating existing, explicit organisational knowledge products to 

clients, and argues for organisational knowledge as process in constant need of 

transformation to different client contexts and problems. But unlike the knowledge team 
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prototype presented in section 5.3, the socialisation step of his knowledge creation does 

not involve his colleagues. Instead he interacts closely with clients to get a deep 

understanding of their needs, and uses this understanding to combine existing 

knowledge of the client with the HR Consult knowledge which Henrik brings to the 

relationship. It is the outcomes of these interactions, the explicit knowledge created in 

the process and the experience gained in the interactions that he shares with his 

strategic community.  

 The analysis is organised according to my research questions starting with 

Henrik’s perception of knowledge and what it means for his knowledge communication 

practice in the first section. Then the analysis shifts to how his perception of knowledge 

is reflected in his professional identity, and how the community supported knowledge 

creator communicates knowledge. The final section of the analysis focuses on how 

Henrik’s professional identity is supported by the dispersed strategic community in 

which he participates. 

 Perception of knowledge 

This section starts by analysing Henrik’s perception of organisational knowledge in 

order to answer the first aspect of research question 1: 

1.a) How do employees make sense of organisational knowledge at HR Consult? 

Henrik’s perception of organisational knowledge seems to be aligned with Nonaka’s 

arguments for a knowledge creation spiral which does not just occur in one department, 

R&D, but is funnelled in and out between the personal, interpersonal and organisational 

levels throughout the organisation in a process of ongoing transformation. This first 

section of the analysis focuses on the personal level of Henrik’s perception of knowledge, 

which can be seen as centred on a belief that even at the consultant level in Denmark, far 

away from the R&D department in the UK, the full SECI circle should be completed. This 

is opposed to the (D)iscourse at HR Consult where the full SECI circle tends to be 

completed within the R&D department, while consultants are expected to internalise and 

externalise organisational knowledge as intact as possible to be cost-efficient. This 

organisational (D)iscourse is realised on the corporate intranet through videos, 

management blogs, and stories of successful projects.17 Any adaption to client context 

                                                        

17 HR Consult provided me with full access to this corporate intranet from 2011-2015, and I also had 
access to the former version of the organisation’s global intranet whilst employed at HR Consult from 
2005-2008. 
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should, from the perspective of the organisation, consist in selecting and combining pre-

designed training modules from the product portfolio. I use adapt here to describe 

minor changes in the learning programmes designed by the R&D department, and 

selection and combination18 of the predesigned modules to address client needs for 

training and development. Each module consists of PowerPoints, exercises and learning 

guides for a particular aspect of personal, team, sales or leadership training.   

In the quote analysed below, Henrik argues for his perception of organisational 

knowledge as a process constantly in need of transformation. I use transformation here 

to signal a more complete re-creation of organisational learning programmes to tailor 

the development programme specifically to the client’s context. So even though the R&D 

department of the organisation has produced workshop materials, PowerPoints and 

exercises for consultants to use to communicate HR Consult knowledge to clients, 

Henrik feels a need to transform that knowledge to particular client contexts, thereby 

building a more situated learning. I’ve divided the following rather long quote into three 

parts, allowing analysis of each part before they are referenced later on.  

Henrik’s discursive sensemaking about his approach to knowledge can be seen in 

his construction of an elaborate metaphor comparing organisational knowledge to 

musical improvisation. This metaphor, which he lays out in the two excerpts quoted 

below (both from Henrik, my translation 73, 10:23), shows that to him organisational 

knowledge is not static: like a jazz tune you can play an infinite number of 

improvisations over it as long as you “understand the scales” (l. 4-5) and “what to play 

over this chord” (l. 6). At the linguistic level, he uses prosody to support his discursive 

sensemaking. The prosodic cues in the first part of the quote (l. 1-9 below) indicate his 

passion and commitment by use of a faster pace and a generally higher key throughout 

the quote. The initial high key onset helps set this quote apart from the surrounding 

(d)iscourse, thereby, in combination with the impression of passion and commitment, 

rendering it significant.19 The sharp intake (.h) and exhale (h) of breath at the onset of 

the last two intonation units give the impression that he is straining to get his point 

across: 

                                                        

18 I use ‘combination’ throughout the analysis to refer to the knowledge conversion process of the SECI 
model introduced in chapter 2.  
19 I use ‘significant’ here in the sense of Gee’s (2011, 2014) Building Task Significance which puts emphasis 
on how language is used to put specific aspects of (d) or (D)iscourse into focus. Throughout the analysis, I 
use significant and significance   
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Henrik:  “^\I play the piano.  1 

--so it’s really,  2 

\It’s from ^that process ^there a 3 

\which _if you understand 4 

 (.h)\the scales 5 

\if you under/stand \what to play over this chord b 6 

\if you under/stand, 7 

(.h)\How these _mm ^tones should be put together so they sound  8 

\(h) good-- if you’re /going \in this direction (.)” 9 

(Henrik, my translation, 73, 10:23) 

Quote notes: 

a Henrik indicates piano playing with his fingers on the table. 

b Henrik simultaneously taps the table to indicate the piano keys he has just pretended to play. 

 

Henrik then (see quote below) uses this description of musical improvisation as 

metaphor to discursively make sense of his perception of organisational knowledge as a 

process which needs to be transformed to be applied within different contexts. In the 

second part he argues that an exercise from a learning module designed by the HR 

Consult R&D department (corresponding to the chords and scales in a tune) can be 

transformed to fit training in sales (corresponding to musical improvisation): “I’ll turn it 

ninety degrees this way” (l. 18), or transformed to management development if “I take 

this out” (l. 20). But this ability to transform, or “improvise” over, organisational 

knowledge, he argues, builds on deep understanding, or to use Nonaka and Takeuchi’s 

(1995) terminology, a deep level of internalisation.   

At the linguistic level, the repetition of “understanding” renders this semantic 

choice significant. Syntactically, this significance is amplified by his breaking off the 

sentence after “understanding”, thereby putting the word in a salient end-of-clause 

position. This choice puts “understanding” as the object of “it’s about”. Had he not 

broken off the sentence, it would have had exercise as the focus of the direct object. He 

elaborates on how the same exercise, equivalent of musical notation, can be transformed 

and used for training within “sales” (l. 15) and “management” (l. 19): 

Henrik: “/it’s ^precisely \the same here a  10 

_so that--that--that transformation there b […] 11 

\It’s about /understanding--(.h) 12 
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\understanding an exercise.  13 

\and then looking at it.(.h)  14 

/well, if that’s used \within sales /well then 15 

/well then  16 

\it needs to look like ^this--  17 

--_so I’ll turn it ninety degrees this way 18 

/If it’s used within management  19 

\then I take /^this out 20 

\turn it 50, na, 60 degrees /this way (.)” 21 

(Henrik, my translation, 73, 10:23) 

Quote notes: 

a Points to the words ”product manager” which he has written on a piece of paper in 

front of him 

b Points to the words ”product manager” again 

In the final part of the quote (see below) he uses the discourse marker “So” to 

indicate that a conclusion or, in this case, a sensemaking interpretation is coming (l. 22). 

The so  in l. 22, unlike the so in l. 18, is preceded by a pause (end of l. 21) and “so” in l. 22. 

is repeated twice, thereby establishing a break from the (d)iscourse that came before, 

and constructing the following (d)iscourse as a conclusion or discursive sensemaking 

interpretation. His discursive sensemaking here (l. 22-25) centres on his own acquisition 

of the ability to transform organisational knowledge to “different areas of expertise”.  

Henrik: So, so that ability to to  22 

\look at a thing and make it relevant within different /areas of expertise  23 

/which we (.)\ have. ^that, that 24 

/is one I’ve definitely \acquired. 25 

26 (Henrik, my translation, 73, 10:23)

To conclude on the analysis of the three parts of the quote above, Henrik uses 

his perception of organisational knowledge as complex, processual and in need of 

transformation to be situated within different knowledge domains, and by linking his 

own acquisition of this skill to another skill, playing the piano, which he implies he 

masters, he constructs an image of himself as a highly competent consultant. This whole 

passage (Henrik, 73, 10:23) gives a good impression of Henrik’s approach to 

organisational knowledge. To him, organisational knowledge is not a static product 

which should be delivered as intact as possible to client. It is in an ongoing process of 
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transformation which is not to say that it is changed beyond recognition, and entirely 

new products emerge. In that sense knowledge transformation might be a better 

description of his process, rather than knowledge creation used by Nonaka and Takeuchi 

(1995). This notion of knowledge transformation also seems to be aligned with the spiral 

version of their SECI model (reproduced in figure 5, in chapter 2 of this thesis). Henrik’s 

identity as consultant is closely linked to a need to transform HR Consult’s product 

portfolio to suit particular clients’ needs, the other consultants interviewed are more 

focused on selling the existing HR Consult products as they are. Exceptions among the 

participants are John and Linda who like Henrik, transform HR Consult knowledge to 

build situated learning solutions for their clients.   

But in terms of communicating his deep knowledge with his colleagues at HR 

Consult Denmark, Henrik seems to have a challenge due to the difference between his 

own perception of useful organisational knowledge, and that of his colleagues at HR 

Consult Denmark. Others in the organisation do see him as someone they can go to for 

advice on challenges in building learning solutions for clients. This lack of knowledge 

communication is highlighted by Henrik’s statement that there is a pressure on him 

from the CEO to share his knowledge more. However, the difference in perceptions of 

knowledge, between Henrik on one hand and the CEO, Birgitte’s, perception on the other 

hand is highlighted in his recollection of her words: “[Henrik] we really need to empty 

your head and give it to someone else” (Henrik, my translation, 132 (28:08). Henrik 

interprets her meaning for me, saying, “y’know, we need to make sure more people have 

competencies.” (Henrik, my translation, 132, 28:08). To me, with the knowledge theory 

in mind presented in chapter 2, it seems that Birgitte with the knowledge-out-of-head 

metaphor is making sense of knowledge as a product which can simply be transferred to 

another head. This suggests alignment with the cognitivist tradition within knowledge 

management. To prompt him into stating the differences in perception knowledge more 

explicitly, I therefore commented, “Yea, that’s sort of an odd metaphor, that you can just 

take things out of your head and give them to someone else.” (Henrik, my translation, 

134; 28:21) 

In his response to this prompt to comment on the metaphor of “taking 

knowledge out of someone’s head”, Henrik confirms that his own sensemaking about the 

nature of organisational knowledge was opposed to Birgitte’s perception of knowledge. 

In his response, quoted below (Henrik, my translation, 135; 28:25), notice his 

immediate, high key confirmation of my questioning of Birgitte’s knowledge metaphor, 
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suggesting that he feels understood (l.1); the prompt fits his own sensemaking 

perspective that it was an odd metaphor about knowledge. He even laughs at Birgitte’s 

perspective, before dismissing it as “not possible” (l. 2), as seen from his own 

sensemaking perspective. He then elaborates on his own perspective of knowledge 

internalisation and transformation as time consuming (requiring him to work at “night”, 

l. 4) and hard work (thus requiring “blood, sweat”, l. 4). At the linguistic level, the effort 

he argues is required to internalise, transform and communicate complex knowledge. In 

terms of prosody, his scorn for Birgitte’s perspective on the knowledge which he has 

worked hard to acquire can be seen in the short pause before shifting to high key (on 

“push”, l. 5), and descent into low key (on “button”, l. 5). The intensity with which he 

makes this argument is signalled in both the scorn just mentioned and in the emphasis 

he adds to the enunciation of “motivated” and “work hard” (l. 6). Semantically, you 

would expect “blood” and “sweat” to be collocated with ‘tears’, but by choosing “night 

work” instead he renders his own effort significant. 

Henrik: £^Yes, isn’t it? He, he£.  1 

/And we know a\that it’s not possible. (.) 2 

\We’re talking about skills,  3 

/which have been acquired through \blood, sweat and night work. (.) 4 

/And you can’t just (.) ^push \a _button and then the man’s updated.  5 

/The man has to be both motivated \and work hard for it. (.)  6 

_So, so,  7 

\there are no easy fixes _but it’s I--I  8 

^from ^my perspective,  9 

_and it may well be a perception,  10 

^I don’t \hold on to my knowledge. (.) 11 

/Y’know, \a lot of what I’ve done is on the G-drive. b   12 

^People can just access \it y’know. (.) 13 

 But I don’t make a manual for people to understand it, y’know.14 

 (Henrik, my translation, 135; 28:25) 

Quote notes: 

a   Points at the interviewer and himself. 

b   The “G-drive” is the name of the networked server at HR Consult.

 

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, Henrik offers the explicit forms 



 

216 

of the fruits of his labour and puts them on the network drive, but does not offer a 

“manual” – it seems that the tacit presuppositions are not explained, making it difficult 

for others to reapply the explicit version of his work in other contexts. Henrik on his part 

feels justified in his sensemaking belief that others should simply buckle up and do the 

hard work he himself has undergone to internalise and transform organisational 

knowledge. As a consequence of Henrik’s sensemaking belief, and the lack of knowledge 

creation identity among other consultants, Henrik’s knowledge does not seem to be 

communicated wider into the organisation. The network drive seems to become what 

von Krogh (1998) termed a data warehouse and Davenport and Prusak (1998) termed a 

knowledge repository. During one of my visits to HR Consult Denmark, two of Henrik’s 

colleagues discussed who could find the time to “tidy up” this network drive because 

they argued it had become cluttered with information without any easy entry points. 

One specific example of Henrik’s knowledge transformation is a card game he 

designed for a workshop at a major Danish client company (the card game was observed 

at HR Consult Denmark’s offices before the workshop). The 170 glossy full colour cards 

can be seen as a combination of the existing leadership development programme of the 

pharmaceutical company combined with HR Consult’s leadership development 

programme, which thereby allowed the client to build on the strengths of both 

perspectives and to see how they fit together. Like Linda, Henrik admits that the card 

game probably didn’t have a very good return on investment in the short term, but in 

making sense of the effort he put into it, he argues that his approach would keep the 

client coming back for more. While I debriefed HR Consult Denmark about my findings, 

Henrik was actually in Switzerland at a meeting with the pharmaceutical company’s 

other local European offices to brief them about the project, because the pharmaceutical 

company was rolling the learning programme designed by Henrik out internationally. 

The card game was but one element of this learning programme; other elements 

included the custom designed PowerPoints and training materials for the workshops 

and interventions of the learning programme. 

In terms of knowledge theory, Henrik’s card game can be interpreted in the light 

of Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) knowledge creation spiral in the SECI model. Henrik 

has not only internalised HR Consult’s leadership programme, he has also internalised 

the existing leadership programme, vision and values of his client through socialisation 

with his client. So the socialisation step in Henrik’s approach to knowledge 

transformation transcends the organisational boundaries of HR Consult to include the 
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client organisation and his relations there. In this process, he transforms and re-creates 

organisational knowledge and externalises his new solution, first through his sales pitch 

to sell his solution to the client, and secondly through workshops and ongoing learning 

supported by Henrik. In this process the card game performs just one example of his 

knowledge transformation strategy, which in this case can be understood as a 

combination of the both explicit and tacit aspects of the perception and development of 

leadership of the two organisations. However, Nonaka and Takeuchi’s SECI model 

constructs combination as a process of combining only explicit knowledge. This can be 

seen as a weakness in Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) theory arising from the seperation 

of tacit and explicit knowledge in the SECI model. Rigid application of their model to the 

data presented here would mean ignoring the high level of tacit knowledge construction 

in Henrik’s combination of the two leadership programmes into a new, explicit and 

encoded knowledge in the form of the card game. Thereby, his solution can be 

understood as starting a new process of internalisation at the client organisation. This is 

also an example, of the SECI spiral moving beyond the organisation as illustrated in 

Figure 5  in chapter 2 of the thesis. 

To sum up on RQ 1.a in relation to the community supported knowledge creator 

prototype, Henrik’s perception of organisational knowledge, Henrik focuses on 

organisational knowledge as processual and in need of ongoing transformation. As 

sensemaking justifications for his approach, he connects this process metaphorically to 

musical improvisation, thereby constructing himself as a knowledge virtuoso able to 

play freely with existing organisational knowledge. I will analyse his construction of his 

self-identity in the next section.  

Having analysed Henrik’s perception of knowledge, thereby answering RQ1a in 

relation to the Community Supported Knowledge Creator, the next part of the analysis 

examines how his perception of knowledge is reflectec in his knowledge communication 

practices. The analysis therefore shifts to answering the second aspect of RQ1 in relation 

to the community supported knowledge creator: 

1.b) What does this mean for communication of organisational knowledge at  HR Consult? 

 In relation to RQ 1.b, the example of the card game he made to transform 

organisational knowledge to the clients’ perspective shows that his perception of 

knowledge is enacted through a knowledge communication practice reflecting the values 

of his knowledge perception, thereby supporting the link between retention and 

enactment in Weick’s sensemaking theory. The knowledge communication practice 
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which seems to be a consequence of Henrik’s perception of knowledge can also be 

interpreted in the light of the SECI model, demonstrating that Henrik’s knowledge 

transformation approach involves all knowledge conversion steps of the model, and even 

transcends the boundaries of both organisations involved. But the companies Nonaka 

and Takeuchi (1995) cite as successful, which in their context means innovative and 

revenue generating, seem to have this perception of knowledge incorporated as an 

organisational culture, or organisational identity, whereas at HR Consult Denmark, 

Henrik seems to be the only knowledge creator. 

 Despite the time consuming process of his knowledge transformation practice, 

Henrik does not seem to take the time and effort needed to communicate knowledge 

with his colleagues. He argues that they can just download his explicit form of his 

knowledge creations from the hard drive, and internalise it by themselves if they are 

willing to put in the “blood, sweat and night work” which he has put into his knowledge 

transformation. I called his prototype the ‘community supported knowledge creator’ not 

because he is supported by his community of colleagues, but because even though his 

perception of knowledge and the knowledge communication practice he attaches to it is 

marginalised in his local work environment, he has found a small community of globally 

dispersed colleagues who share this perception of knowledge. Through his construction 

of his perception of knowledge, Henrik is also building the core of his professional 

identity, because his elaborate metaphor comparing knowledge transformation to 

musical improvisation implicitly builds his perception of what it means to be a 

competent HR Consult consultant, namely someone who does not just play the tune 

offered by HR Consult, but is able to improvise and transform organisational knowledge 

to situate and re-apply it within different contexts. This professional identity is analysed 

in depth in the next section. 

 Henrik’s professional identity - the characteristics of a community 
supported knowledge creator  

Through a close analysis of Henrik’s professional identity as an example of a community 

supported knowledge creator in the following section, I supply answers for research 

questions 2.a and 2.b: 

 2.a) How can these different sensemaking perceptions of organisational 
knowledge be linked to different prototypical knowledge communication 
identities at HR Consult? 
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 2.b) How do different prototypes approach communication of organisational 
knowledge? 

To open the analysis of Henrik’s professional identity, the following paragraph 

briefly compares Henrik’s first definition of his role in the organisation with the role 

others construct for him in research interviews and in team meetings at HR Consult. In 

the next paragraph, I will then move into a more detailed analysis of his own perception 

of his professional identity. I use this initial comparison as an argument for naming his 

prototype the community supported knowledge creator, because he is only supported by 

the community; he does not involve colleagues directly in his knowledge transformation 

practice by communicating knowledge with colleagues while the process is ongoing. He 

only does this after he has gained experience of how his knowledge transformation was 

received and internalised by the client. At the start of the interview, I asked Henrik to 

explain his role in the organisation. As his first discursive construction of his 

professional identity he answered, “I’m a product manager” (Henrik, 8, 1:26, my 

translation). In addition to his role as a product manager, he adds his role as consultant 

working with five different clients and identifies himself as part of the marketing team. 

He is also responsible for the so-called Indirect Channel, i.e. consultants who have a 

license to use HR Consult products, but who are not employed by HR Consult, and who 

work under the brand of their own organisation. So, Henrik’s responsibilities fit the 

multi-team, multi-project tendency identified by Daim, et al. (2011) and (Suchan & 

Hayzak, 2001). This apparently straightforward title description also became significant 

as an instance of Henrik’s sensemaking about his professional identity, because none of 

the other interviewees at HR Consult Denmark use the title “product manager” when 

describing Henrik’s function in the organisation, for example the Danish CEO, Birgitte,  

uses the title ‘senior consultant’ when describing Henrik’s function. The title ‘senior 

consultant’ puts Henrik at the same level as several other consultants. ‘Senior 

consultant’ is also Henrik’s title on the corporate website. From a linguistic level of 

analysis, by presenting the title as “product manager” first and adding his other tasks in 

a lower intonation key, he seems to construct this role as more Significant. Other 

interviewees construct Henrik as highly competent and willing to go the extra mile for 

his clients, consistent with his self-representation, which I detail in the rest of this 

section.  

But before moving to the analysis of his self-representation in my interview 

with him, I briefly outline the perceptions others have of Henrik. The participants I 

interviewed at HR Consult Denmark do not only see Henrik as highly competent, but 
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also as very poor at sharing his knowledge. We got an indication of this perception in the 

previous section, in the CEO Birgitte’s remark on the need to “take knowledge out of his 

head”. I also observed the CEO naming Henrik as poor at communicating his knowledge 

to others in the organisation at a meeting where Henrik was absent (Meeting, 2012). In 

this meeting, a new employee had been given the task by the CEO to take over a task 

from Henrik because he had too many. The junior employee, in diplomatic terms, 

described her difficulty in understanding the task and the difficulty she had getting 

Henrik to explain it. The CEO then commented that they all knew how difficult it was to 

“get anything from Henrik” (Meeting, 2012). In terms of sensemaking, this points to a 

misalignment between Henrik’s self-impression, or at least the impression he is trying to 

project in professional contexts, and the impression others have of him. This 

misalignment in sensemaking suggests that Henrik sees himself as being more important 

than other consultants at HR Consult, thereby constructing a hierarchy between himself 

and others in the organisation (Gee’s, 2011, 2014,  building task politics (distribution of 

social goods)).  

His discursive sensemaking as being above the others becomes very explicit in 

the following quote. Through his argument in the quote that his level is one that the 

others need to be pulled “up to” (l. 9), he discursively makes sense of himself as being 

above the others. This discursive sensemaking is the conclusion to his construction of his 

own abilities as a competent consultant. At this construction of competence, he focusses 

on client needs as standing out as an important value: “I can go in and say what do you 

need‘ (l. 3). Linguistically, his semantic choices underline this discursive sensemaking, he 

constructs his own competence as a consultant by describing his ability to “both dig 

widely and […] deeply”. He then constructs a connection to his role as “product 

manager”, arguing that this role is the reason he needs to pull “the others up to” to his 

own level (l. 7-9).  Because no one else in the organisation uses the title “product 

manager” when describing him, the title seems mainly to be a symbolic manifestation of 

Henrik’s discursive sensemaking about his own identity as a knowledge leader in the 

organisation.

Henrik:  “^that’s the \level I’m at now, erm, 1 

_/In my role as consultant 2 

\ I can go in and say \‘what do you _need’. 3 

\Ask them critical questions from the outset  4 

^\knowing that I can both dig widely 5 
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 and I can dig deeply.  6 

[…] \And that is also the level which I, 7 

_as Product Manager,, 8 

/am responsible for pulling the others up to. 9 

(Henrik, my translation, 26, 04:02) 

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, Henrik positions himself as a 

knowledge leader, and connects his deep and wide knowledge to the value of client 

satisfaction. Notice that value to his organisation is not brought in as one of his values 

here, instead he constructs a professional identity built on the values of listening to the 

client and having a deeply internalised understanding of organisational knowledge to be 

able to understand and “ask critical questions” (l. 4). With this client-centred 

professional identity in mind, the following analysis will focus more on his knowledge 

communication approach.  

Later in the interview, after we had just talked about Henrik’s many areas of 

responsibility, he shifts the topic to transformation of organisational knowledge. 

Because he made this shift of his own volition, and not due to an interviewer question or 

prompt, this shift seems significant in terms of Henrik’s discursive sensemaking about his 

professional identity. As discursive sensemaking, this shift suggests not only the value he 

attaches to his knowledge transformation practice, but also his justification for his 

knowledge transformation practice as being of value of to the organisation; it is 

important for him to emphasise the value that his knowledge transformation is bringing 

to HR Consult Denmark. In terms of practices, he emphasises the practice of “developing 

products” which is both part of the opening (l. 2) and the conclusion (l. 7) of the quote 

below. But as discursive sensemaking, the quote below also constructs his identity as an 

outsider in the organisation: he deliberately points to his argument for the value of 

knowledge creation as “my belief” (l. 4). So he constructs client-centred knowledge 

transformation as a personal value, i.e. an aspect of professional identity. But by shifting 

to his inability to convince others to follow his knowledge development practice (l. 5-6), 

he focusses on a sense of isolation with his professional identity which, as we saw above, 

he considers more valuable than his colleagues’ professional identities. He even laughs 

(signalled by ‘£’, in l. 7) at the others’ inability to develop products.  

Linguistically, his repetition of the discourse marker “so” preceded by a brief 

pause, indicates the coming discursive sensemaking interpretation of his practice. 

Semantically, his choice of the verb “do” (l. 2) strongly emphasises action, but 
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immediately connects his call for action to his “belief” (l.4), thereby building a connection 

between his professional values and his practice. The lexical repetition of the phrase 

“developing products” (l. 2 and l. 7) renders it significant. This is underlined by his high 

key pronunciation of the intonation unit in l. 2 which renders the practice of “developing 

products” significant:

Henrik:  “\So--so there’s 1 

 ^\So in terms of developing products /there’s lot’s \we can still /do 2 

\which will attract more customers. (..) 3 

\That’s my belief. (.) 4 

\And it’s not /necessarily 5 

\A belief I can convince (.) others in the shop a  to follow. (.) 6 

\Because they’re not ^used \to developing products--because £they don’t’£ 7 

^It’s a strange world for many of them. (.)8 

 (Henrik, my translation, 132, 27:48) 

Quote notes: 

a “The shop” is Henrik’s colloquial term for HR Consult Denmark. 

 

 To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, Henrik connects his own 

practice of developing products to the ability of the organisation to attract new clients. 

This argument implies a perception of his own knowledge development practice as 

being valuable not only to the client but to his own organisation. But the most significant 

part of the quote still seems to be his construction of his opposition to his colleagues, 

arguing as he does that his practice is a “strange world for many of them” (l. 8). In terms 

of Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) SECI model, it seems that Henrik insists on the value of 

completing the full circle by first internalising knowledge to an extent where the 

organisational knowledge becomes part of his more tacit and personal knowledge 

providing him with the ability to transform and develop it before externalising it in 

client solutions. Applying the SECI model to Henrik’s colleagues, as seen from his 

sensemaking perspective, they only engage in internalising explicit organisational 

knowledge and transferring that knowledge into different client contexts without 

developing the knowledge as part of the process. 

As an example of Henrik’s willingness to work hard to fulfil his value of 

knowledge development, and his sense of being alone with this identity, Henrik has also 

taken responsibility for redesigning the corporate website, because he is dissatisfied 
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with the one offered by HQ in the UK. He has tried to engage his colleagues in 

contributing accounts about their successful cases thereby demonstrating their specific 

knowledge expertise. But Henrik explicitly states his frustration that they have not 

contributed. I have not found reason to analyse his lengthy description of this work, 

which he showed me on his computer while describing his considerations in selecting 

content and designing the layout of the page. Rather than quote the passage, I instead 

use his description of the work on the website as a sign of Henrik’s construction of 

himself as someone who is ready to go the extra mile, and who is ready to stand up for 

his professional beliefs, even if it means contradicting the opinion of the entire 

marketing department at the global HQ. He does not address the possibility that his 

colleagues did not contribute, because they were happy with the existing website’s 

alignment with the corporate brand designed by HQ.  

This description of his frustration with his colleagues’ lack of engagement in 

building the website sparked a topic shift to Henrik’s desire to develop new products. 

Before moving to this desire to develop products, I will briefly analyse his transition 

from the topic of designing a new website to the topic of developing knowledge. As 

transition he uses two intonation units, the first of which is an admittance that, like his 

colleagues, he has not done much work on the website. The second intonation unit 

explains this with reference to a specific order from above (“I’m told I shouldn’t develop 

so much”, l. 2). So the second intonation unit justifies his own lack of contribution by 

reference to a restriction of his autonomy, whereas he appears to be unforgiving of the 

others’ lack of contribution because he considers it a sign of unwillingness to commit to 

the knowledge communication involved in the project. In terms of discursive 

sensemaking it’s interesting that he connects his work on the website to a restriction of 

his autonomy. I return to his construction of autonomy as a value in the next section of 

the analysis. Linguistically, his use of the passive voice (I’m told, l. 2) hides agency, but 

leaves little doubt that he is referring to the CEO, Birgitte. In terms of prosody, his shift 

from high key onset in the main clause, falling to low key with little pitch variation in the 

subclause signals dissatisfaction and perhaps also suggests tiredness. Immediately after 

the quoted sentence he contradicts it with three consecutive “but”s followed by a list of 

other tasks which have also taken up his time. Here is the quote of the two intonation 

units shifting from the topic of the website to the topic of knowledge creation: 

Henrik:  “^I haven’t done it _either (.hh) 1 

_because I’m told I shouldn’t develop so much” 2 
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(Henrik, my translation 124, 27:38).  

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, the transition quoted above 

gains significance in terms of his discursive sensemaking because it shifts the frustration 

he feels from a focus on his colleagues to a focus on management as limiting his practice 

of developing organisational knowledge. 

In the passage following this transition, he puts full focus on the intrinsic value 

of transforming knowledge to achieve client satisfaction. As discursive sensemaking the 

quote below first sums up his argument that his practice of transforming organisational 

knowledge is beneficial to the client (l. 1-3), and then explicitly connects this practice to 

his own sense of satisfaction (“That’s an incredibly exiting process for me”, l. 4). Thus he 

argues for an intrinsic value in transforming knowledge thereby constructing knowledge 

transformation as a key value in his professional identity. But in the last part of the 

quote, he again constructs himself as a pioneer in having this identity as a knowledge 

transformer (l. 6). This time he not only constructs himself as being in opposition to his 

colleagues, but as being the only one “in the world” (l. 6)with a knowledge development 

focus. At the end of the quote below, his discursive sensemaking explicitly constructs his 

own knowledge transformation approach as being of high value to the organisation not 

only in Denmark but globally (l. 7-8).  

At the linguistic level, his extensive use of high key pronunciation (l. 1, 2, 6 and 

7) gives the impression that he is highly passionate about the topic, thereby constructing 

knowledge transformation as significant not only at the linguistic level but at the 

discursive sensemaking level by giving the impression that Henrik holds the process of 

knowledge transformation as a strong value in his professional identity. The focus on the 

client (l. 3) is constructed as highly significant through the pauses between each syllable. 

Through the high key pronunciation of “understand” (l. 7), he also constructs his own 

opposition to the rest of the organisation as significant. In terms of semantics his choice 

of the first person singular pronoun throughout the quote suggests that he sees 

knowledge transformation as an individual process, even though he does seem to 

include the client in the process.  

Henrik: \”But that ^\who:le ^\process _which is called 1 

/I ^transform \this into something 2 

\which bene(.)fits (.) /the (.) client. (.) 3 

That’s an incredibly exciting process for me, because (.) 4 

\I can see: that /there are not--/there are not, 5 
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(.)/apparently ^no one \doing this in the /world. 6 

_and it’s /I don’t ^understand it,  7 

\because that’s where the value lies for [HR Consult]8 

(Henrik, my translation, 73, 12:27) 

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, this quote both demonstrates 

Henrik’s discursive sensemaking of the intrinsic value of transforming organisational 

knowledge to client needs, but also his construction of his own professional identity as 

being in opposition to the practices of the rest of the organisation. Knowledge 

transformation or creation as a process not involving colleagues does not reflect the 

perceptions of knowledge creation as a social process in either Nonaka and Takeuchi’s 

(1995) knowledge creation theory nor in Wenger’s (1998) CoP theory. Henrik clearly 

sees his practice of knowledge transformation as a solitary process, whereas the SECI 

model emphasises socialisation as key process in knowledge creation, and CoP theory 

emphasises joint enterprise and mutual engagement as important aspects of how 

developing a knowledge domain can give meaning and identity to the participants in the 

knowledge creation practice of a CoP. But as we shall see later in the analysis (section 

5.2.3 and 5.3) Henrik is not alone with his knowledge creation strategy, although there 

only seem to be a few others in the organisation following a similar strategy. 

 Henrik attaches strong values to this practice of knowledge transformation. This 

can be seen in the following quote, where his discursive sensemaking builds an image of 

knowledge creation as a practice which is not only “exciting” as in the quote above, but 

also painful (“it might hurt a bit”, l. 6) and requires that people “are a bit hard on 

themselves” (l. 10). He also builds an image of knowledge creation as a practice where 

you go where you have not “gone before” (l. 2). Thus, he discursively attaches a set of 

values to the practice of transforming organisational knowledge. These values centre on 

the need to get out of your comfort zone Although these values seem an important 

aspect of his own professional identity he widens the scope to the entire organisation in 

l. 3, claiming that it is required by a knowledge organisation. At the linguistic level the 

use of the deontic modal20 verb “ought to” (l. 1) highlights the passage as based on 

Henrik’s values: there is no outside agent causing this obligation, it is only from Henrik’s 

sensemaking perspective that the obligation signalled in “ought to” has its origin. In 

                                                        

20 Deontic modality is used to express obligation or permission (Hjulmand, 2012). 
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terms of prosody, Henrik’s passion about the professional values in the passage is 

signalled through his extensive use of high key onset (l. 4, l. 7 and l. 9). His devotion of an 

entire intonation unit to the word “Listen” (l. 4) is not only a call to be heard, but an 

emphatic expression that he feels what he says is important. 

Henrik:  “\But people ought to go out (.) 1 

\where they have not necessarily gone before. (.) 2 

/Because it’s required \in a knowledge organisation like HR Consult. 3 

\^Listen. 4 

/if you just \come in and do (.) what you wanna do (.) 5 

/and don’t go beyond \were it might hurt a bit (.) 6 

^then you _don’t ^learn \anything. (..) 7 

/and a knowledge organisation (.) 8 

/they ^need \people who--who 9 

\are a bit hard on themselves (.) 10 

In terms of learning.  11 

(Henrik, my translation, 292, 58:46)  

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, Henrik’s emphasis on hard work 

is not only a part of his sensemaking and his (d)iscourse but also his practice, this 

linguistic construction of a practice as being hard work can be triangulated with other 

interview statements. Other participants at HR Consult construct him as hard working 

as well. For example, “Morten”, a senior administrative employee at HR Consult 

Denmark, stated that if the in-house translator, “Rasmus” did not have time to translate 

an English language HR Consult product into Danish, Henrik just did it himself at night. 

To sum up,  the community supported knowledge creator which Henrik represents works 

hard to fulfil their own expectations for what useful organisational knowledge is, 

regardless of how others see them. Henrik attaches strong values to the commitment to 

develop organisational knowledge, and expects others to live up to them. This is not only 

Henrik’s practice, a similar set of values attached to a similar knowledge transformation 

practice, was found when analysing the interview with ‘John’ from HR Consult U.K. 

 Henrik’s solitude with his need to constantly transform and create 

organisational knowledge emerged as a theme in others’ constructions of him. To one 

participant, “Rasmus” whom Henrik constructs as someone he respects, Henrik’s 

constant transformation of organisational knowledge made it difficult for him to 

maintain knowledge about which products the organisation was able to offer, and 
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particularly what to charge clients for products designed by Henrik rather than R&D at 

HQ. So although HR Consult was able to produce revenue on the basis of Henrik’s 

knowledge creation, the benefit was not without problems. 

That others in the organisation do not always look favourably on his 

construction of new knowledge can also be seen in the following quote from my 

interview with “Morten”. Through prosodic cues “Morten” constructs a sense that he is 

criticising rather than praising Henrik in this passage, particularly the many emphasised 

words and high key words construct this impression of irony. The short intonation units 

breaking up the syntax also suggests that he is weighing his words carefully holding 

back an explicit criticism which nevertheless emerges through his use of irony:

Morten: “[Henrik] has 1 

\a (.) burning wish to 2 

\market our, 3 

erm products in (.) 4 

^all the forums \ £he can get away with£ 5 

/and all the different ^forms 6 

\ he can manage to get ^done (.) erm (.) 7 

=so he’s really the primary mover within 8 

\within marketing9 

 (“Morten”, my translation, 35, 0:04:40) 

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, Henrik is also constructed by 

others as highly ambitious in his drive to transform and re-create organisational 

knowledge. Henrik’s discursive sensemaking about organisational knowledge as a 

process thus has implications for both how he perceives his own knowledge 

communication practice (as working hard to help clients with their challenges) and how 

his colleagues at HR Consult Denmark see his practice (as hard working and sometimes 

overly ambitious).  Professional identity as an example of a community supported 

knowledge creator, entails hard work leading to an identity as a knowledge leader, but 

also as sometimes overly ambitious in the work he undertakes to fulfil his ideals for 

useful knowledge as being transformed and situated within a client context.  

5.2.2.1 A professional identity in opposition to organisational (D)iscourse 

Henrik’s vision for a different approach is not limited to the website, however. 

Like Linda he is critical of the core product line offered by HR Consult. This (d)iscourse 
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of opposition to the explicit organisational knowledge in the form of the core product 

line of HR Consult can be seen in the quote cited below. As part of his discursive 

sensemaking in this quote he makes this criticism explicit (“it’s not cool enough”, l. 4). In 

the quote he opposes the organisational “psychometric focus” (l. 3) with his own client 

centric focus (l. 7), thereby building a value hierarchy with his own sensemaking 

perspective as the superior one. Using Gee’s (2011,2014) building tasks this value 

hierarchy seems to be performing the building task Politics (distribution of social goods). 

The prosody of the quote supports this sensemaking perspective through a higher key in 

l. 1 and l. 4 signalling that the participant is passionate about the topic. This passion is 

also signalled in the break-up of the syntax in l. 1-3: “we have they are again they are 

they have” suggesting that he is so emotional about the topic that he stumbles on the 

words. The discourse marker “So” in l. 5 is emphasised through its repetition signalling 

that a discursive sensemaking interpretation is coming. In presenting his own discursive 

sensemaking perspective after the discourse marker, he adopts the value-laden semantic 

choice “we are strong enough” (l. 7). This can be juxtaposed with the distance he signals 

to the organisational “psychometric focus” (l. 3) through the use of the demonstrative 

pronoun “this”. But his use of the first person plural pronoun “we” throughout the 

passage signals a sense of belonging to the organisation, and as having the organisation’s 

best interest at heart when making the criticism. The choice of “we” when speaking 

about the direction and strategy of the entire organisation can be juxtaposed with use of 

the first person singular pronoun “I” when speaking about his colleagues in the local 

work context of HR Consult Denmark, quoted earlier. 

Henrik:  “\Many of the [core product workshop materials] we  1 

\they are, \again they are,  2 

\they have this psychometric focus.  3 

[…] \it’s not ^cool enough.  4 

\So, so we, erm, we need to move beyond that 5 

/and we need to be conscious  6 

\that we are strong enough to understand the client,  7 

 (Henrik, my translation, 91, 16:16) 

 To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, in the quote above Henrik 

questions the organisational (D)iscourse implied in the official organisational product 

line. This “psychometric” focus which Henrik questions seems to favour the knowledge 

interests of the founder of the company who built the core product line of HR Consult on 
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his psychometric system of personality profiling. Instead Henrik proposes a client-

centred approach, favouring the transformation of HR Consult’s knowledge products to 

situate the knowledge communication and client learning within the client’s own frame 

of reference. 

In response to what Henrik had said about creating knowledge and about how it 

could benefit HR Consult globally if there were more people who transformed and 

created knowledge, At this point in the interview, I constructed my own subject position 

(or identity) as being on his side in his opposition to an organisation which, according to 

Henrik, did not give him due credit for his time consuming knowledge creation. I did so 

in order to prompt him to reflect more explicitly on values and opinions which he had 

hinted at and implied in the interview until this point. To achieve this, I stated that I was 

surprised that HR Consult, who claim in their value statement to be a “learning 

organisation”, wasn’t more geared towards learning about the experiences of 

consultants in the field, particular in relation to how HR Consult knowledge was 

transformed and changed as consultant’s engaged with client contexts. In terms of 

discursive sensemaking, his response shows his lack of respect for other consultants 

whom he does not consider to be on his own level (l. 6-9).  This quote also constructs his 

practice of testing colleagues which he also described in other situations, not quoted in 

this analysis. In the quote below, the test he refers to does not seem to refer to a specific 

episode, but as an example of his practice in a number of situations. The practice he 

describes gives an insight into how he makes sense of what he sees as his colleagues’ lack 

of effort. 

In terms of prosody, the high key onset and considerable pitch shift in the short, three 

syllable intonation unit beginning the quote (l. 1) constructs an impression of his 

complete agreement with my statement that important knowledge construction 

happens at the consultant level. Combined with his increased pace (l. 3-14), these 

prosodic details give the impression of his passion for this topic. His ability to stay 

coherent and not stumble on words or hesitate despite the fast pace indicates familiarity 

with the argument, suggesting that the argument is part of his ongoing sensemaking 

about his work environment.

Henrik:  ^Yes \It /does. 1 

\that’s absolutely right because2 

[faster pace]

\one of the challenges we /have  3 
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_also more on the product side 4 

/that is \that (.h) 5 

\well the consultants who do not  6 

/(..) already \have the head for 7 

\or the interest in 8 

\having to do with things down at the /substantial level 9 

[normal pace] _y’know (.) ^make (..)10 

[faster pace]

\you have to make ten PowerPoints for this ^group, 11 

/you have three ^hours-- 12 

--\what are they going to look like.-- 13 

--\You cannot use any /you’ve used \before. (..)14 

[normal pace]

\Then people are up the creek. (.) erm (.) 15 

/But they don’t ^have \to be  16 

\if they dared to (.) to think for themselves. 17 

(Henrik, my translation, 82, 0:13:12)

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, Henrik expects his colleagues to 

create new knowledge, and he only invests his trust in their ability if they are able to do 

so. What he expects here can be related directly to the SECI cycle: he sees his colleagues 

as not working hard enough to achieve the deep internalisation of HR Consult knowledge 

to be able to produce new knowledge situated within the client context. Instead, he sees 

them as externalising the existing knowledge within the client context with minor 

adaptions and combinations of existing highly codified learning modules.  

I also interviewed some of the consultants who are described by Henrik as being 

“up the creek” (l. 15 in the quote above), and they seem to be just as value based in their 

professional identity which, as Henrik correctly but derogatively describes above, does 

not include creating new knowledge, but rests on a practice of communicating existing 

HR Consult learning programmes to clients. I term this professional identity prototype 

the knowledge transfer prototype because it is centred on a belief that the highly codified 

training modules designed by HR Consult R&D should be delivered as intact and as 

unchanged as possible to the client, because considerations for retention and application 

have been built into the design of the training modules, and they seem to see no reason 

to re-invent something that works. Thus, Henrik seems justified in characterising their 
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knowledge communication practice as he does, although from his discursive sensemaking 

perspective he does not see the value in the approach. 

Earlier we saw how Henrik attached value to deep internalisation of 

organisational knowledge to achieve a level of understanding allowing the consultant to 

improvise, thereby combining codified and uncodified, complex knowledge and 

externalising the knowledge creation into PowerPoint slides which can be used to 

engage others in the internalisation of the new knowledge. This analysis suggests a 

rather more complex combination step co-occurring with socialisation and 

externalisation, rather than the rigid step-by-step process implied by the SECI model. 

But my purpose for using the SECI model is to describe the processes I have analysed, 

rather than to make the processes analysed fit into the model.  Henrik’s socialisation 

step is performed in interaction with his client rather than with his colleagues.  

Henrik explicitly focuses on his knowledge transformation approach to situate 

his knowledge communication within the client context in the quote below. In the quote 

his discursive sensemaking centres on the notion of “making things valuable to the client” 

(l. 3). He explicitly dissociates this from the practice of adopting the existing codified 

learning solutions produced by the R&D department in England (l.5). Dissociation of the 

two concepts which were not connected until brought to the foreground in a (d)iscourse 

is also a way of building a connection, according to Gee (2011, 2014). Henrik even argues 

that the client will have to “commit violence” to themselves to be able to use the existing 

HR Consult learning modules. The colloquialism of l. 9 expresses his dissatisfaction with 

the conventional knowledge communication practice in the organisation. As a final note 

on his discursive sensemaking he explicitly uses the “product manager” title again (l. 2), 

thereby positioning himself and his knowledge communication approach at a higher 

level than his colleagues. At the linguistic level, Henrik uses prosody to signal the 

significance he attaches to the value of transforming and situating knowledge within the 

client context: he uses high key onset to make the intonation unit in l. 3 stand out, and by 

separating the individual words in that intonation unit with pauses, he puts strong 

emphasis on each word thereby signalling that “making things valuable to the client” (l. 

3) is a strongly held professional value. His strong feelings about his client centred 

approach is also signalled in the elaborate repetition in l. 6-8 of the same content that 

was presented in the intonation unit in l. 5. Through the repetition and particularly 

through the strongly value laden semantic choices in the repetition (“commit violence to 

yourselves, l. 7), Henrik constructs a deep gap between the implied value of his own 
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approach and what he constructs as its opposite: the use of existing learning modules 

designed by HR Consult R&D to be combined at the explicit level to adapt to all client 

training needs. 

Henrik:  _So, \so it’s about,-- 1 

--/so in ^my \role as product manager it’s about, (.) 2 

^making (.) things (.) \valuable to the client. (.) 3 

\And not just, (.) 4 

\here’s something from England which might fit you. 5 

_Or \here’s a learning guide which, (.) 6 

\I think if you (.) if you commit violence to yourselves, 7 

\then this is what you should follow. (.) 8 

\Fuck that. 9 

(Henrik, my translation, 91, 0:15:59) 

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, Henrik’s focus on the value of a 

client centred knowledge transformation in this quote and elsewhere in the interview 

can be understood as an intuitive realisation of Lave and Wenger’s (1991) concept of 

situated learning. He argues that the client will only be able to benefit from HR Consult 

knowledge if it is situated within, i.e. transformed to, the clients’ situation and context. 

Only then will they be able to internalise and reapply the learning to improve the 

situation which led them to buy HR Consult’s services in the first place. 

5.2.2.2 A sense of autonomy to pursue the values as an aspect of professional 

identity 

Henrik carries on his time consuming approach to client centred knowledge 

transformation in spite of organisational (D)iscourses and practices encouraging a 

different approach, thereby maintaining the values underlying his professional identity 

as a prototypical community supported knowledge creator. The following analyses 

suggest that a high level of autonomy in deciding how to complete tasks is required for 

this knowledge transformation approach, and can therefore be seen as a characteristic of 

the community supported knowledge creator. Henrik seems to be granted this autonomy 

by the organisation, because he has demonstrated the success of his approach by 

bringing in more orders from his clients. As an employee at HR Consult Denmark, Henrik 

seems to be a special case in terms of the autonomy granted to him. Most other 

participants I interviewed in Denmark construct an image of a management practice 
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where no one has time to build knowledge communication practices to develop their 

domains, because the CEO Birgitte loaded new responsibilities onto their shoulders 

when she thought they had time for that. 

 In the following quote, Henrik makes sense of this granting of autonomy by 

management. The first part of the quote is his answer to a question about what he meant 

by saying that Birgitte thought products were “fun”. Central to his discursive 

sensemaking in the quote is the ending where he focuses on his own need for making 

what he describes as “a really cool product” (l. 9). He emphasises that Birgitte has 

granted him the space need to fulfil this need. But by discursively depicting her as not 

really understanding the workshops and learning programmes he has designed (l. 3-6), 

he builds an image of his autonomous labour to transform existing products to different 

client needs, and to translate and transform new HR Consult products into a Danish 

context. Through his prosody he underlines his perception of Birgitte as disconnected 

from his practice and not understanding his knowledge communication practice. The 

pause before “nice” (l. 1) and the rise-fall intonation pattern isolating the word “almost” 

suggests scorn or mocking of what he, through the value laden semantic choice “nice”, 

constructs as an unreflecting management practice. In line 2-4, he seems hesitant in 

making his criticism more explicit; his hesitation is signalled in the pauses at the end of 

each of the intonation units in l. 2-4, and the faster pace in l. 5 seems to reflect a decision 

to just get it over with. His redeeming remark that she has always granted him 

autonomy is made in quick succession from the previous intonation unit, suggesting he 

wants to change the topic quickly. Finally, the combination of high key pronunciation of 

“academic” (l.7) and the shift from low key pronunciation of “really” (in the middle of 

l.9) to high key pronunciation of “product” (end of l. 9) puts emphasis on this perception 

of his own knowledge transformation as the key focus of the quote. 

Henrik:” \she thinks i:t’s (.)/ nice \that we have several things to offer _others. 1 

Erm \our clients, erm (.),  2 

without (.) 3 

\understanding what (.)  4 

(faster pace)what they really are.-- 5 

--^\But she has always allowed space for (.) erm  6 

\me to /satisfy the ^academic \need, 7 

Which I also have  8 

\for (.) making a _really/ cool ^product. 9 
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(Henrik, my translation, 20, 0:03:00) 

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, he both constructs his need to 

bring new HR Consult products to market and his CEO’s inability to understand those 

products, although she does provide him with the autonomy to do it. Although Henrik 

attributes Birgitte’s acceptance of his time-consuming knowledge transformation to a 

desire to have “several things to offer”, it seems more likely that she tolerates his 

practice because it has led to more revenue from clients: Henrik is known in the 

organisation for his ability to bring in new clients and generate more revenue from 

existing clients by offering them additional learning programmes. The learning 

programmes, which can extend over weeks or months of workshops, exercises and 

ongoing learning within the client organisation, are what is summarily described as 

“products” in the quote above. 

Although Henrik has made the choice of working overtime to fulfil his own 

expectations for what useful organisational knowledge should be, he complained a 

couple of times about the amount of work he had. I therefore challenged him by saying 

that this seemed to be his own choice. This led to discursive sensemaking to justify this 

choice in the quote below. As discursive sensemaking the quote justifies his time-

consuming practice by referring to a sense of ownership: “it’s my organisation” (l. 5) and 

describes this as a “good experience” (l. 4). But he is fully aware that this experience may 

be “erroneous” (l. 3). So despite his criticism of organisation knowledge communication, 

Henrik has a strong need to identify with the organisation. This sense of identification 

with the organisation despite his criticism was also seen in the analysis of his opposition 

to organisational (D)iscourse earlier in the chapter. He then shifts to the consequences 

of his knowledge communication approach (l. 7-8). The shift in topic is signalled by the 

discourse markers “y’know” (l.7) and “so” (l. 8). He points to neglect of his family (l. 10) 

and his own sleep (l. 11), but justifies the choice by arguing the sacrifice has to be made 

to “succeed” (l. 13). Whether he refers to personal success or organisational success 

remains unclear. Had I asked him, he would probably have said the organisation, but 

based on the way he spoke about his colleagues as not competent enough, it seems that 

he is highly concerned about maintaining his organisation’s reputation and his self-

image.  

Henrik:  \Well I think /it’s a cool \organisation a:nd 1 

(faster pace) _and \the more /I do \here the more I  2 

(normal pace) _/I get \the erroneous ^experience\that 3 
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(faster pace) /but nevertheless good experience that \that it’s my  4 

\that it’s my organisation 5 

(normal pace)_\that I’m part of this organisation (.)  6 

\Y’know(.) 7 

\so it’s all about--it’s well --  8 

--\it’s an ownership which I choose to take both at(..) 9 

(.hhh)/at my familiy’s \expense too  10 

/a:nd at the expense of my own ^sleep 11 

_and whatever else there might be 12 

(..)_ But that’s what it takes for it to /succeed in the end. (.)  13 

(Henrik, my translation, 111, 20:50) 

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, autonomy to pursue a time-

consuming practice of knowledge transformation has implications for both family life 

and health (through sleep deprivation of working long hours). Despite these 

consequences, Henrik’s professional identity as a knowledge creator seems to implore 

him to undertake the work, despite the lack of backing from the organisation. I will 

explore the backing Henrik finds through global relations in the LSCN community in the 

next section.  

To sum up on Henrik’s professional identity, Henrik’s discursive sensemaking 

about his knowledge practice builds a professional identity centred on a knowledge 

transformation practice of customised client solutions. Through his professional identity 

construction he attaches a set of values to this practice. These values are enacted as a 

(d)iscourse requiring a deep internalisation of HR Consult knowledge before starting a 

new knowledge creation cycle through socialisation with the client and externalisation of 

knowledge into a learning programme for client employees and internalisation of the 

new knowledge in the client organisation. But because Henrik does not communicate his 

knowledge with other consultants at HR Consult Denmark, the knowledge is never leads 

to an internalisation process at HR Consult Denmark. Another value attached to his 

professional identity is the need to work autonomously without interference from 

management. As part of his discursive sensemaking he even constructs his CEO as not 

understanding the learning programmes the organisation sells to clients. 

He emphasises his professional identity as rare in the organisation, citing the 

name of another consultant in Austria and vaguely referring to “somebody in Canada”. 

Although Henrik  seems to be isolated at HR Consult Denmark with his knowledge 
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creator identity, he has been able to find a social basis in a small, globally dispersed 

strategic community to support this identity. This is relational support for his prototype 

is the focus of the next section of the analysis. 

 Global relationships supporting the knowledge creator identity - Building a 
knowledge creator CoP using a network of trusted weak ties  

Through the analyses in this section, I aim to answer RQ3 in relation to the community 

supported knowledge creator: 

3.a)  How are local and dispersed relationships used to support prototypical 

knowledge communication identities at HR Consult? 

3.b)  What do configurations of prototypical knowledge communication identities 

mean for communication of organisational knowledge at HR Consult? 

In this section I focus on the selected group of internationally dispersed 

relations with whom Henrik finds support and understanding for the knowledge creating 

aspect of his identity, and receives the admiration of like-minded knowledge creators. It 

is due to the importance he attaches to these relationships that I term his knowledge 

communication identity prototype the community supported knowledge creator. 

 After Henrik had presented his perspective on organisational knowledge as 

requiring laborious and ongoing transformation to be situated within client contexts, I 

summed up his perspective, and addressed the time needed to communicate and share 

such situated knowledge. I then asked him whether this kind of time is invested in 

sharing knowledge between consultants. After brief hesitation, he shifted his answer 

from the local, Danish context we had been discussing to an international, so-called 

Learning Solutions Communication Network (LSCN), which is a global team started by the 

global Head of Development at HR Consult. Henrik provided me with all the emails of the 

team and recordings of the online meetings of team. He explains than the purpose of the 

team is for employees with a knowledge development focus to meet and share their 

knowledge creations and new solutions. So the team can be understood as a sign that HR 

Consult is becoming aware of the knowledge creation taking place at the consultancy 

level, and the LSCN is an attempt to start to leverage that knowledge creation.  

In this section I analyse the team as a strategic community (Storck & Hill, 2000), 

and I demonstrate how Henrik constructs participation in this community as a 

meaningful practice. In terms of identity, the social aspect of community identity seems 
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to be more an outcome of the deliberate selection of employees who through their work 

had already demonstrated having a practice of creating new organisational knowledge. 

The selection of Henrik for participation in the community can also be seen as evidence 

that the knowledge transformation practice he describes does add value to his clients 

and that this is recognised even at the international level of the organisation. During the 

time of the case study, the community included 12-15 members. Because of the 

importance Henrik attaches to these globally dispersed relations in the community, the 

majority of this section will be devoted to the analysis of his global relationships withing 

this community. 

In the following quote Henrik contrasts the lack of knowledge communication at 

HR Consult Denmark with the knowledge communication of the community. I have 

previously summarised his perception of knowledge focusing on deep understanding of 

both HR Consult knowledge and client context. I argued that communicating knowledge 

gained through such a practice would require time for interaction and communication, 

and asked him whether the consultants at HR Consult used that time. He responded 

without hesitation that this was what they did in the LSCN community (l. 1 in the quote 

below). As discursive sensemaking, this shows his understanding of the community as 

place where he feels he can engage in the deep knowledge communication with people 

who share his perception of knowledge. He contrasts this with the lack of knowledge 

communication at HR Consult Denmark (l. 4-6), which he identifies as not being at a 

level “where it should be”. At the linguistic level, the choice of deontic modality (“should”, 

l. 6) is used to refer to his personal standards of what useful knowledge is. His prosody 

indicates a matter-of-factness in stating that he sees the LSCN community as a place 

where he feels he is able to communicate his complex understanding of organisational 

knowledge. This is indicated by his lack of hesitation before answering, and the simple 

falling intonation contour spoken in low key (but not low volume). The certainty with 

which the statement is made is underlined by the repetition of “we do that” (in l. 1 and l. 

2), and the shift to high key in the repetition makes the answer stand out as significant, 

thereby underlining his discursive sensemaking of the community as site for sharing of 

complex and situated knowledge. 

Henrik: “_\We do that here a (.) 1 

^\We do that at a global level here (.) 2 

_erm we don’t (h) 3 

/we (.) don’t do that at \[HR Consult] Danmark at the moment 4 
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/At, at a level which i:s (.) 5 

_(faster pace) where it should be, y’know. 6 

(Henrik, my translation, 139, 29:35) 

Quote notes: 

a Indicates the words “LSCN team” on a note in front of him. 

 

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, it builds on Henrik’s 

sensemaking about the Danish organisation as a place where the level of knowledge 

communication is not at the level he expects with his community supported knowledge 

creator identity. In contrast to this he perceives the LSCN community as a site for 

communicating his complex understanding of knowledge. So despite the mediation of 

technology, the quality of the relationships in the community seems to be strong enough 

to support communication of complex knowledge. In the following I’ll analyse the nature 

of these relationships. 

As the following quote suggests that the selection of members of the LSCN 

community has been a strong factor in building ability trust (Mayer, et al., 1995) 

between the members. This ability trust is based on the mutual knowledge that each 

member was selected for the community on the basis of their ability to transform 

organisational knowledge and build learning programmes which achieved both client 

satisfaction and generated revenue for the organisation. On the basis of this selection 

process, Henrik’s discursive sensemaking about the team constructs the team as highly 

competent consultants (“the selected few”). He constructs his own ability by referring to 

the invitation to be in the community: “we see you as a talent […] you’re welcome here” 

(l. 5-6). He feels a sense of pride in being invited into the community of consultants who 

are all knowledge creators: “it’s also a feather in my hat” (l. 9). It seems to be this 

sensemaking about the community as having reciprocal trust in each other’s ability 

which is the basis for Henrik’s sensemaking about the team as site for communication of 

the situated and transformed knowledge which each of the members has produced for 

their clients.  

At the linguistic level the repetition of the semantic choice “few” in l. 2 and  l. 7 

underlines the importance he attaches to the notion of standing out as one of only a 

handful of knowledge creators in the organisation. In terms of prosody, his drawing out 

of the vowel sound at the end l. 1 draws attention to the following intonation unit which 

he devotes to the noun phrase “the selected few” (l. 2). He ends l. 2 with an end-of-
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sentence-intonation contour, even though the sentence continues in the next intonation 

unit. These prosodic details are used to construct as a fact that the community consist of 

“the selected few”. By breaking off in mid-clause in l. 3, and shifting to the voice of the 

community inviting him in (l. 4-8) Henrik seems to be avoiding praising himself directly. 

But that the invitation is important for his sensemaking about his own ability and 

competence is signalled in the use of high key onset four times when stating that “it’s a 

feather in my hat” (l. 9).  

Henrik:  ”Here, \here I’m definitely in a group o:f  1 

\the selected _few. 2 

which is a, 3 

_well ^\[Henrik], you:, 4 

\we see \you as a talent (.) \you’re allowed to be-- 5 

\you’re welcome here. (.) 6 

\We are, we are these few people from Europe who, 7 

\who are here and, 8 

\^well--^it’s \also a ^feather in my ^hat 9 

_\in some sense. 10 

(Henrik, my translation, 156, 0:32:15) 

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, through the deliberate selection 

of people with specific abilities, the Head of Development, who instigated the 

community has built a notion of reciprocal trust between the team members: they all 

know that the others were selected because they share a similar professional identity 

which builds on a knowledge communication approach of transforming HR Consult 

knowledge to specific client contexts and needs. This sense of reciprocal ability trust 

which Henrik expresses in the quote is used as his justification for why he is able to 

share his complex and situated knowledge with the community. 

But as is evident in the following quote Henrik is also aware of the strategic 

nature of the community. At the discursive sensemaking level he contrasts the 

organisational goal of harvesting “initiatives” (l. 1-2) with the consultants’ outcome of 

building a “network” (l. 7). It’s impossible to determine the underlying meaning of his 

interpretation of the organisational goal as being “pretty clever” (l. 5), but whether he 

means it slightly ironically or not, the phrase serves the purpose of demonstrating that 

he is very aware of the strategic goal of the community. This is why I use Storck and 

Hill’s (2000) term strategic community to describe it. But in the quote below Henrik also 
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draws attention to a “network” (l. 7) built among the consultants in the community as 

part of his discursive sensemaking about the community’s purpose and meaning. At the 

linguistic level, the discourse marker “So” (l. 1) indicates the status of the quote as 

discursive sensemaking about the value of the community. The frequent use of high key 

onset (l. 1, 5 and 7) make the quote stand out as Significant in relation to the 

surrounding discourse.  He suggests that the knowledge transformation practice which 

he and the rest of the community share is not common in the organisation: he uses low 

key onset (l. 4) suggesting a certain frustration at the perception that their knowledge 

communication practice is “strange”. Through the semantic choice “strange” he seems to 

point to his own sensemaking about how his colleagues see him. 

Henrik: _So, so ^\they harvest these, erm (.) 1 

\initiatives (.) 2 

/from people like me \for example. 3 

_Who are doing something strange. 4 

^And that’s pretty \clever-- 5 

--/while they’re collecting \this knowledge, 6 

 /They’re also building this ^network \among, 7 

\among us people. (.) 8 

(Henrik, my translation, 156, 0:32:15) 

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, although he points to the 

organisational goal of harvesting initiatives, Henrik also constructs the relations built 

between the consultants as an important outcome. Through participation in the 

community and reification of their practices in PowerPoints and discussions at team 

meetings, the community seems to be building a strong Transactive Memory System 

between themselves: the value of the community arises not only from their 

communication of knowledge about their projects, but their increasing awareness about 

who has expertise in creating solutions for specific problems. In the minutes of meeting 

from the community’s fourth online meeting, the value of this knowledge was 

highlighted as key outcome even in this early stage of the community. 

The following quote highlights the sense of meaning (Wenger, 1998) which 

Henrik finds in participating in the community. I showed earlier how Henrik constructs 

a contrast between, on the one hand, his disappointment with his local colleagues and 

their lack of willingness to construct new knowledge, and on the other hand, the 

colleagues in the LSCN network. I asked him whether this contrast was what made it 
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“fun” to be in the network, the prosody of his confirmation (“^Yes _it ^is”, l. 1) suggests 

that my question fits his own sensemaking well: moving from high key to low key and 

back to high key again suggests almost incredulity that anyone might think otherwise. 

His discursive sensemaking in the quote below demonstrates that despite the lack of time 

to put into this community, Henrik’s commitment to the community goes beyond 

identification. He cites it as one of the reasons he stays in the job (l. 4-6), thereby 

constructing the community as providing a sense of meaning, but simultaneously 

constructing his local work environment as unsatisfying. This sense of meaning and 

identity which he experiences from participation in the community was identified by 

Wenger (1998) as being the core motivation for participating in CoPs. Yet the 

community is strategic in the sense that it was instigated by the Head of Development at 

HR Consult to leverage the knowledge created at the consultant level and learn from it at 

an organisational level, and perhaps build new products or product modules based on 

the knowledge creation of the consultants in the network. 

Henrik’s construction of this importance of the community is supported by the 

prosodic analysis. He does not hesitate before replying (l. 1) and the falling to rising 

intonation in l. 1 suggests a matter-of-factness, yet the lack of hesitation before the next 

intonation unit renders l. 2 equally salient, thereby constructing his frustration about 

the lack of time to commit to the community as just as important as the sense of 

belonging he finds in the group. That he is frustrated about this lack of time is signalled 

in the exhalation at the end of l. 2. This discourse marker “so” in l. 4 is used to signal a 

shift to a remark commenting on the previous passage, a form of conclusion on the 

meaning of the community. In this passage from l. 4 onwards, he hesitates more, draws 

out vowel sounds at the end of intonation units (l. 4 and 5), and exhales (l. 7), suggesting 

that he is reflecting on the importance of the community as he speaks, and the care with 

which he selects his words suggests that the passage is important to him. It also suggests 

that this sensemaking argument has not been verbalised before, because unlike some of 

his other sensemaking reflections, his syntax does not flow unproblematically: he 

hesitates (pauses and exhalations at the end of l. 6-8 and 11-13) and uses broken 

syntactic structures with repeated phrases to pick up where a clause or sentence was 

broken off (l. 5, l. 8, l. 10). This broken sentence structure also causes intonation units to 

be shorter than in the rest of the interview. 

Henrik:  “^Yes _it ^is--  1 

--\although there hasn’t been (hh)--been  2 
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\much opportunity for me to spend that much time on it (.)  3 

\So it’s definitely this / he:re a  4 

/which is the reason\ I:m (.) 5 

\reason I’m down /here. (.)b  6 

/because there (h)  7 

/there I \have the(..) 8 

\there I find /understanding for my own \role  9 

\and there I’m among equal 10 

\equals (.) 11 

_erm (.)  12 

/and that’s cool --/ that’s cool (..) 13 

 Henrik provided me with all the documents, emails and presentations shared in 

the community during its one-year lifetime. The PowerPoint presentations and sharing 

of the learning solutions for discussion in the meetings can be understood as evidence of 

their reifications and the commitment to the joint enterprise of transforming HR Consult 

knowledge to situate it within specific client contexts to address a particular client’s 

unique challenges. To sum up on the importance of relationships for his identity, Henrik 

seems to consider the strategic community to be a haven where he can be with 

colleagues who share his perception of knowledge, and the professional identity 

attached to that perception. But he does not seem to use the community to solve the 

specific client challenges he faces. Instead he builds his learning solutions in cooperation 

with his clients. However, through participation, he finds meaning in sharing these 

knowledge solutions and the experience gained in the strategic community. In this work, 

the solutions of other community members can be understood as a source of inspiration 

and feedback. The importance of this social basis for his identity is underlined by his 

statement that the community is the reason he is still working at HR Consult Denmark, 

regardless how literally the statement is to be taken. The mediation of technology in all 

interactions of the dispersed community does not seem to be a problem to Henrik, 

suggesting that the sense of meaning he finds in participating outweighs the challenge of 

communicating knowledge using ICT. Furthermore, because of the high level of ability 

trust between the community members, the foundation for communicating complex 

knowledge seems to be in place.  
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 Conclusion: Henrik as a community supported knowledge creator 

As a prototype, Henrik’s professional identity is rare at HR Consult, but I identified the 

characteristics of this prototype in my interview with ‘John’ who is employed by HR 

Consult UK. In contrast to Henrik, ‘John’ seems to use his CoP more actively as a 

sounding board for his ideas when designing learning solutions. Another difference is 

that, although dispersed across the UK,  all the members of the CoP ‘John’ participates in 

are UK based. But Henrik and ‘John’ share the sense of being different to most of their 

colleagues, because of their focus on transforming HR Consult knowledge to situate it 

within specific client contexts. The meaning and sense of social basis for their identity 

found in the dispersed communities they participate in is also a similarity between 

them. So although their professional identity seems to be rare in the organisation, I still 

suggest that they can be understood as a prototype which I term the community 

supported knowledge creator prototype. The name reflects their key characteristics of, 

firstly a focus on transforming organisational knowledge to build learning solutions 

situated within client contexts, and secondly their use of relationships with colleagues 

not collaborate on these knowledge transformations, but to share ideas from different 

projects in order to inspire each other. In the following, I will answer the three research 

questions from the perspective of the community supported knowledge creator. 

1.a) How do employees make sense of organisational knowledge at HR Consult? 

Henrik’s perception of useful knowledge builds on a deep level of internalisation 

(Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). In making sense of his knowledge perspective he argues for 

organisational knowledge as a tool of transformation to be situated within specific client 

contexts. He does not see explicit organisational knowledge as a fixed product which can 

diffused and communicated into any client contexts. Instead he argues for knowledge 

transformation to situate organisational knowledge within client contexts, arguing that 

this transformation is a creative process similar to musical improvisation over an 

existing melody.   

1.b) What does this mean for communication of organisational knowledge at  HR Consult? 

Because Henrik is alone with his community supported knowledge creator identity at HR 

Consult Denmark, his knowledge transformation focus isolates him from the others. This 

isolation seems to be caused firstly by his own sensemaking of himself as being more 

competent than others, because he does not accept the organisational (D)iscourse of 

reapplying the standardised knowledge products in different client contexts. Secondly, 

he is isolated in his local work environment at HR Consult Denmark, because his 
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colleagues do not share the knowledge creation aspect of his identity. In my interviews 

with his colleagues, they expressed frustration at his time consuming knowledge 

creation practice in all his areas of responsibility, not only in his work as consultant, but 

also in his redesign of marketing materials, and his redesign of the corporate website. 

The consequence of the difference in perceptions of organisational knowledge at HR 

Consult Denmark thus seems to be a nearly non-existent knowledge communication 

among consultants with different perceptions of organisational knowledge at HR 

Consult Denmark. 

2.a) How can these different sensemaking perceptions of organisational knowledge be 

linked to different prototypical knowledge communication identities at HR Consult? 

Henrik can be understood as community supported knowledge creator, because 

he builds an identity of opposition to the existing organisation (D)iscourses, and through 

his criticism particularly of employees who are not willing to commit to the level of 

work effort required to undertake his own level of knowledge transformation. In his 

opposition to organisational (D)iscourse his criticism goes wider than his circle of 

colleagues in Denmark. He builds on a (d)iscourse valuing client satisfaction through 

tailored and customised solutions and uses this (d)iscourse to focus on psychometric 

personality types in the core products of HR Consult. 

2.b) How do different prototypes approach communication of organisational knowledge? 

Henrik emphasises knowledge communication with others sharing the 

knowledge creation aspect of his professional identity. He tends to expect others to 

perform at his own knowledge creating level. This gap in professional identities at HR 

Consult Denmark means that little knowledge is shared between consultants. Henrik 

seems frustrated with his colleagues, just as they are frustrated with his time-consuming 

knowledge transformation. This lack of shared identity seems to lead to an inability to 

leverage the value of Henrik’s knowledge transformation efforts beyond the projects 

which he is in charge of. Because no one else in his local context shares this aspect of his 

identity, he mainly communicates his deep knowledge and new explicit knowledge 

creations within an online team sharing the knowledge creation identity. 

3.a) How are local and dispersed relationships used to support prototypical knowledge 

communication identities at HR Consult? 

Henrik expresses a strong sense of identification with the international 

community of like-minded knowledge creators. Despite never having met the team in 
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person, he expresses a sense of meaning he finds in participation in the team. Because of 

the meaning he finds in participation, and because of the team’s joint enterprise of 

developing their knowledge domain, the team can be understood as a CoP. But at the 

same time the CoP has a strategic, organisational purpose of everaging the benefits of 

knowledge creation at the consultant level, rather than building the business around the 

knowledge products developed in the central R&D department. Henrik is aware of this 

strategic element of the CoP, but nevertheless finds meaning in participating. 

3.b) What do configurations of prototypical knowledge communication identities mean for 

communication of organisational knowledge at HR Consult? 

The lack of a configuration of knowledge creating professional identities at HR 

Consult Denmark seems to be a barrier to knowledge communication in the local Danish 

context. On the other hand, the intentional design of an international community of 

knowledge creating consultants seems important to the retention of an employee like 

Henrik. He finds meaning and a ‘home’ for his knowledge creating identity in this team, 

or more precisely strategic community.  

 To compare the community supported knowledge creator to the two other 

prototypes, the community supported knowledge creator, unlike the knowledge transfer 

prototype, does not accept organisational knowledge as it is, but is constantly critical and 

engaged in transforming and re-creating it to situate it in specific client contexts. But 

unlike the knowledge team prototype presented in the next chapter, Henrik tends to 

perform this knowledge transformation alone. He relies on the strategic community 

(Storck & Hill, 2000) he participates in, the so-called Learning Solutions Communication 

Network (LSCN) for providing him with a sense of meaning and confirmation that his 

knowledge creations are recognised and leveraged at a higher level in the organisation.  

 In the next section, I shift the focus to the knowledge team prototypical identity 

which shares the knowledge creation identity aspect with the community supported 

knowledge creator, but engages colleagues much more directly in creating and 

transforming knowledge. 

5.3 Linda as a knowledge team prototype 

Linda can be seen as an example of the knowledge team prototypical identity. The 

analysis of the interview with her will centre on three characteristics of this identity: 

firstly, a perception of organisational knowledge as a process in need of ongoing 
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transformation and adaption to specific client contexts; secondly, a strong need for 

autonomy to pursue this perception of knowledge. She uses her knowledge 

communication approach as a strategy to achieve client satisfaction, in spite of an 

organisational (D)iscourse and practice of reapplying existing, codified knowledge. And 

thirdly, an ability to use the ICT mediated network of weak trusted ties in the 

organisation to build a team of strong trusted ties similar to a CoP, but with tasks and a 

project focus similar to a team. 

 The interview with Linda centred on her narrative of her work with a major 

international client, Soft Tech (a pseudonym), providing software solutions to other 

organisations. This focus was her choice, and in the 1½ hour long interview we barely 

spoke about her 11 other projects, which she did not seem to identify with in the same 

manner as the Soft Tech project. Through narration of her work with Soft Tech and the 

globally dispersed, inter-organisational and cross-disciplinary team she has built to 

support it, Linda constructs values, professional identities and practices, which seem 

characteristic of a well-functioning knowledge team. She shows how the extended 

computer mediated network of a global organisation, combined with infrequent face to 

face interaction, can be used by autonomous employees to find employees with similar 

professional values and identities. Through this shared professional identity her team 

develops weak trusted ties into strong ties.  

 Her explanation of how she put the team together also shows the importance of 

a well-functioning personal Transactive Memory System (TMS), and how referred trust 

plays a role in that relation as a mediator for linking weak ties. Linda uses these trusted 

weak ties to build a cross-functional team which is able to build on the different 

knowledge domains within the team. Her team’s success can be measured by the fact 

that the client chose to roll the project out from the UK office to the international level of 

their 70.000-employee organisation (a figure I have from the web-page of the client 

organisation). When I debriefed HR Consult Denmark about my findings in 2014, they 

confirmed that they and other local offices had acquired orders from Soft Tech to roll out 

Linda’s project in other countries. 

Linda’s case also shows that to a knowledge team, the physical location of ties is 

less important than the feeling of a shared professional identity based on a shared 

practice, which seems to lead to mutual trust between individual team members. The 

trust Linda has for other team members leads to referred trust towards other employees 

in the wider network of a trusted team member, thereby strengthening the trust ties 
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across the whole team resulting in a willingness to share and receive knowledge from 

others. Linda shows a clear division of labour in the team with clearly defined roles and 

knowledge domains, showing a strong TMS in the team and high level of trust in ability, 

integrity and benevolence. At no point does Linda problematise the use of technology to 

support or mediate her relations and knowledge communication - her intonation shows 

evidence of enthusiasm when speaking about technologies used to facilitate the blended 

learning programme she has designed for Soft Tech. Blended learning entails a 

combination of mainly online interaction, a few face-to-face meetings, and offline work 

in participants’ local contexts. Blended learning in a mainly virtual environment has 

never been attempted before at HR Consult, and the interview revolves around her 

sensemaking concerning the lack of support from the organisation, and on the other 

hand a sense of satisfaction about the autonomy she is granted. 

Although her interview statements keep revolving about the client mentioned 

above, Linda maintains a portfolio of eleven other clients, and is part of the Client 

Relations Management Team built by HR Consult UK. This organisationally constructed 

team is spread around the UK with the purpose of servicing clients with more than 1.000 

employees. Like the other seven members of the UK Client Relations Management Team, 

Linda works from home, and is not co-located with any of her colleagues. The Client 

Relations Management Team had just changed from bi-monthly to monthly meetings at 

the corporate headquarters in the north of the UK. 

As described in chapter 4, HR Consult UK sells licences to use the HR Consult 

product portfolio to independent consultants in the UK, so called Licensed Practitioners 

or LPs. These LPs are contractually bound not to sell HR Consult products and solutions 

based on this to companies larger than 1.000 employees or to companies based outside 

the UK. Another legal limitation of their license is that the solution they sell can only be 

used within the UK. If a client of a licensed practitioner wishes to roll the solution out 

internationally in their organisation, they have to hand over the client to HR Consult. 

According to Linda’s colleague, ‘John’ this leads to negotiations, both between local 

offices of HR Consult about what they can charge for the task, and between the LP and 

HR Consult about how much the LP should be awarded for handing over the client to HR 

Consult.   

I have organised the analysis according to my research questions, but there is 

some overlap between the sections, because Linda’s professional self-identity, 

perception of knowledge and relation with colleagues are all constructed through her 
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narrative of her practice as member of the Client Relations Management Team. 

Therefore, I start the section by analysing how Linda makes sense of organisational 

knowledge, i.e. her perception of knowledge thereby addressing research question 

aspects 1.a. and 2.a. This analysis shows a perception of knowledge valuing 

transformation of organisational knowledge to client needs, i.e. going through a full SECI 

cycle at the interpersonal level. Linda constructs this in opposition to a (D)iscourse of 

disseminating existing, codified organisational knowledge. I then shift to Linda’s 

construction of her professional identity and how she makes sense of her identity in 

relation to others, thereby addressing research question aspects 1.b. and 2.b. Finally, I 

analyse how Linda uses local and global relations to maintain her professional identity 

in spite of its opposition to organisational (D)iscourse. 

 Perception of knowledge 

This section analyses Linda’s perception of organisational knowledge in order to answer 

the research question 1: 

1.a) How do employees make sense of organisational knowledge at HR Consult? 

1.b) What does this mean for communication of organisational knowledge at HR 
Consult? 

The difference in knowledge communication practice between employees emphasising 

standardised solutions and employees emphasising knowledge transformation to suit 

client needs became an important theme in the interview. Linda constructs her 

knowledge communication approach as being client-centred. This can be seen in the 

quote below where her discursive sensemaking constructs her client-centred knowledge 

solutions as being diametrically opposed to the use of standardised knowledge solutions 

in her organisation. By first rejecting the use of the use of an “out-of-the-box-solution“ (l. 

3), and juxtaposing this with sitting down and talking “for several days” with the client, 

she engages in the building task Politics (distribution of social goods) by building a value 

hierarchy between her own, client-centred approach and, from her perspective, the less 

valuable standardised solution. This discursive sensemaking is also constructed at the 

linguistic level.  Her time consuming choice of “out-of-the-box-solution” seems to devalue 

the knowledge work involved in designing the highly codified knowledge products 

constructed by the R&D department at HR Consult. Her scorn for such a standardised 

solution is signalled in the high key pronunciation of the phrase (l. 3) between her 

approach of transforming of organisational knowledge to tailor a solution to the client’s 
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specific set of problems on the one hand, and the standardised and highly codified 

knowledge product designed by the R&D department at HR Consult on the other hand: 

Linda:  \The client likes that when they come with a problem then erm,  1 

/I don’t offer some (.)  2 

\^out-of-the-box-solution. (.) 3 

\So--so we sit down and /talk for several days  4 

\about how are we going to address this 5 

(Linda, my translation, 326, 47:40)  

She then makes a point of stating that she is rather unique in her organisation 

for adopting this approach: 

Linda:      And it’s also--(.)  1 

\It’s really me doing this.  2 

\My colleagues don’t do that as much”.  3 

(Linda, my translation 326, 47:52).  

 In terms of discursive sensemaking, this statement shifts the opposition 

constructed in the previous quote from a difference in practice to a difference between 

individuals, among which she constructs herself as rather unique. Her construction of 

herself as unique in the organisation, just as Henrik does, may seem to be an attempt to 

construct a positive image of herself in the interview situation, because she moderates it 

later through statements about like-minded colleagues in her network. Nevertheless, an 

image of a small group of employees who see themselves as different from the norms, 

i.e. the (D)iscourse, at HR Consult emerges. As I have the emails and minutes of meeting 

from the strategic community in which Henrik participates, there seems to be evidence 

that the organisation is also beginning to recognise the existence of this less common, 

but potentially valuable, knowledge communication practice. 

As a description of organisational knowledge communication practice, the 

construction of this difference can be triangulated, and the opposition between the two 

knowledge communication practices can consistently be identified in other interviews, 

despite considerable nuances within approaches and sensemaking. But the above quote 

is not only a description of organisational knowledge communication practice, it is also 

Linda’s discursive sensemaking about her perception of useful organisational knowledge 

as a process which requires ongoing transformation to be situated within the client 
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context, rather than being a predesigned product which can be applied in a variety of 

contexts.  

She uses Soft Tech as an example of her approach. Because their organisation is 

dispersed, they needed to have a solution tailored to an online, or “virtual” platform. 

This has not been done before at HR Consult and required that Linda not only needed to 

design a solution which fit the client’s problem, but also transform the HR Consult 

products used in the solution to a virtual platform of blended learning. This is an 

academic field in its own right with its own literature, which Linda states to have spent 

considerable time on reading for the project. Time consumption of this and the task of 

transforming organisational knowledge to suit the client and the platform became a 

theme several times in the interview, not least in the quote below.  

In terms of discursive sensemaking her perspective on organisational knowledge 

in the quote below can be seen as emerging in her statement that her team used “ideas” 

(l.4) from the HR Consult’s product portfolio. Had she followed the knowledge transfer 

approach we might have expected that she used more than just “ideas” from the existing 

products. Furthermore, she undermines the importance of these organisational “ideas” 

by placing her team’s construction of “completely new stuff” after the existing 

organisational knowledge. She connects21 this practice of constructing new 

organisational knowledge to the time consumption of that practice. She also suggests 

that the time consumption of the knowledge transformation her team has undertaken 

has been questioned in the organisation (l. 9-11). This information seems to construct 

her own approach as rather unique in the organisation; otherwise, no one would 

question it. But in the quote below, she also constructs her team member, Susan, as 

spending as much time on the project as she does (l. 14-15), and by stating that Susan 

does not put every hour on the bill, Linda suggests that Susan, too, works overtime 

because she thinks it’s “fun”. By attributing to Susan the expectance of future work on 

the same project, Linda implies that such future work for the client is a possibility. In 

terms of motivation for adopting the time consuming knowledge transformation 

practice, Linda constructs two sources of motivation as part of her discursive 

sensemaking in the quote below: firstly, she constructs the intrinsic reward of her 

practice: “I think it’s fun” (l. 13), and secondly, through her interpretation of her team 

member Susan’s motivation, she implies that the project may spark future tasks from 

                                                        

21 I use “connect”, “connections” and “practice” throughout the analyses to refer to Gee’s (2011, 2014) 
building tasks “Connections” and “Practices”, see chapter 4 and the brief definition in appendix E. 



 

251 

Soft Tech (l. 17). It is because of the expectation of future business from Soft Tech that 

Linda concludes her discursive sensemaking in the quote by arguing that the time 

consumption is an investment.  

From a linguistic perspective, her semantic choice of using the first person plural 

pronoun “we” in the quote below contrasts with Henrik, who represents the community 

supported knowledge creator identity. Henrik used the first person singular “I” when 

describing his knowledge transformation practice. Linda’s repetition of the amount of 

time spent on the project (l. 2, l. 9. l. 13) renders time consumptions as a significant 

concept in the quote. But she connects the labour involved in “editing” (l. 3) and creating 

“new stuff” (l. 7) to her justification: “I think it’s fun” in l. 13. It seems that, like Henrik, 

she finds intrinsic value in the creation of new knowledge.  In terms of prosody, her high 

key enunciation of “quite” (l. 2) suggests that she uses the word to amplify the amount of 

time spent, rather than to tone down the time consumption as would be expected from 

the semantic meaning of “quite”. Through the high key enunciation of “ideas” (l. 4), she 

implies the difference between the knowledge transfer approach of adopting HR Consult 

learning programmes as they are, and her own transformation of the knowledge of the 

programmes into a new solution. Her high key enunciation of “completely” (l. 7) 

emphasises the team’s creativity and innovation in their transformation of the HR 

Consult “ideas”.

Linda: /Well, we have-- 1 

--\we have spent (.) ^quite \a lot of time on erm  2 

_\editing the materi--\editing it. (..) 3 

\We’ve definitely used _erm ^ideas, 4 

\from the existing exercises. Erm (.) 5 

[faster pace]/to see what we could use [normal pace]\in this space a. Erm (.) 6 

^\but we’ve also created ^completely \new stuff. […]  7 

we erm (.) 8 

[slow pace]\time was spent on it. (.) 9 

_ \And then people are saying   10 

\’well what does that cost’.(..) 11 

(slower pace) And that’s a bit harder for us. (.) 12 

(faster pace) ^\I just spend that time /because I think it’s fun, (.) 13 

\and my impression is that ‘Susan’  14 

\she spends more time on it that she-- (.)  15 
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\She doesn’t put every hour spent on the project on the bill, 16 

\because \it makes sense for her to have it in the future as well. (..) 17 

So erm so there’s definitely an investment for us in it.18 

(Linda, my translation, 205, 27:10) 

Quote notes: 

a  “Space” in l. 6 is used as an abbreviated anaphoric reference to a virtual space, i.e. the 

online platform through which training and workshops were conducted for Soft Tech. 

“Anaphoric reference” was introduced by Halliday and Hasan ((1976) 2014) to describe 

reference to a word or phrase introduced earlier in a text. 

 

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, through her description of the 

knowledge communication practice Linda and her team engaged in for the Soft Tech 

project, Linda constructs a desire to spend time improvising over and transforming HR 

Consult’s knowledge to situate the knowledge within the client’s context. Her perception 

of knowledge thus seems similar to Henrik’s perception of HR Consult knowledge as 

requiring time consuming knowledge transformation to be situated within the client’s 

context. Furthermore, Linda constructs her team member, Susan, as spending as much 

time as herself.  

To sum up on RQ 1.a, Linda constructs her perception of HR Consult knowledge 

as a process which can and should be transformed to suit client needs. She constructs 

this perception of organisational knowledge as different from the typical knowledge 

communication approach at HR Consult which she describes as emphasising “out-of-the-

box solutions”.  

The implication for her knowledge communication practice (RQ 1.b) seems to 

be that she engages in time consuming knowledge transformation through socialisation 

with people sharing her perception of knowledge.22 On the other hand she devalues the 

knowledge communication practice of colleagues with a knowledge transfer prototypical 

identity. Through her use of value-laden descriptions when describing the knowledge 

transfer prototypical identity, we can begin to see a professional identity based on values 

attached to her knowledge communication practice. This is the topic of the next section. 

                                                        

22 I use “socialisation” throughout the analysis to refer to the knowledge conversion process of the SECI 
model introduced in chapter 2. 
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 Linda’s Professional identity - making sense of an identity opposing 
organisational (D)iscourse and practice 

Through a close analysis of Linda’s professional identity as a knowledge team prototype 

in the following section, I supply answers for research questions 2.a and 2.b: 

 2.a) How can these different sensemaking perceptions of organisational 
knowledge be linked to different prototypical knowledge communication 
identities at HR Consult? 

 2.b) How do different prototypes approach communication of organisational 
knowledge? 

A professional self-identity based on this client-centred knowledge communication 

practice emerges as a consequence of this opposition between Linda’s own perspective 

on organisational knowledge and the perspective which seems to be an aspect of the 

organisational (D)iscourse. The organisational perspective seems to be a (D)iscourse (as 

opposed to a (d)iscourse, because, firstly, it remains a background which Linda 

distances herself from and doesn’t quite bring into the foreground, except through vague 

references, such as “people are saying” (Linda, my translation, 205, 27:10, analysed in 

the previous section). And secondly, because the participants whom I have categorised 

as representing knowledge transfer prototypical identities refer to that (D)iscourse as 

justification for working to deliver effective client solutions through highly codified HR 

Consult learning solutions where presentations are timed down to the number of 

minutes each exercise or slide can take. Through her descriptions of her knowledge 

communication practice in the last section, Linda starts to build a set of values 

underlying her professional identity as knowledge team prototype. These values centre 

on the focus of helping the client by building a learning solution tailored to their needs. 

 Linda not only engaged in discursive sensemaking about her perception of 

knowledge, but also started to build a professional identity centred on the value of 

transforming HR Consult knowledge to situate it within client contexts. This professional 

identity can be seen in the quote presented at the end of the previous section (Linda, my 

translation, 205, 27:10) where Linda attached Significance to the phrase “^I just spend 

that time because I think it’s fun”, thereby signalling that her time consuming knowledge 

transformation practice is not just a matter of obligation towards her own or the client’s 

organisations, but a personally held value underlying her professional identity. In this 

respect the sentence can be seen as discursive sensemaking about her professional 
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identity. Linguistically, she constructed this significance23 through two prosodic cues: 

firstly, she shifted to high key onset, thereby making the statement stand out from the 

surrounding (d)iscourse, and secondly she added emphasis to “fun”. Semantically, “fun” 

is an interesting choice here because time consuming work could be seen as dreary and 

difficult. By selecting “fun” and placing it at the salient end-of-phrase position, she 

constructs a professional identity based on passion for knowledge transformation, 

rather than being based on satisfaction in fulfilling organisational requirements to be 

cost effective and utilise tried and tested learning programmes. 

This misalignment between Linda’s knowledge communication practice and the 

organisational expectations can be interpreted in terms of Weick’s (1995, 2001) 

theories of sensemaking. The misalignment arises between, on the one hand, the 

organisational context, or ecology (Weick, 1995), and the values and professional 

identity which is part of Linda’s retention (Weick, 1995) on the other hand. As predicted 

by Weick’s sensemaking theory, this misalignment leads to a sensemaking process to 

justify her enactment. Although this sensemaking is made explicit in the interview, and 

thereby fixed in time, this does not mean that it has not been an ongoing process, or that 

it has not been verbalised in other contexts with like-minded colleagues. But because the 

interview is fixed in time, and I haven’t observed her sensemaking process per se, I refer 

to it as discursive sensemaking. In Linda’s case her discursive sensemaking rests on a 

notion of passion, as signalled in the phrase “I just spend that time because I think it’s 

fun” (Linda, my translation, 205, 27:10). But as we saw in the previous section, her 

discursive sensemaking also justifies the time spent by implied reference to the future 

value of her team’s knowledge transformation.  

Summarising this latter justification, I asked her directly if she saw her virtual 

project as a way to generate more business from the client. In her reply quoted below 

she discursively makes sense of her time consuming project by referring to future orders 

from the client (“the idea is we take it further”, l. 2, and “I definitely intend for this to be 

a longer partnership, l. 10). This quote also serves to position her strategy as successful, 

thereby becoming an implied justification for her time consumption. From a linguistic 

perspective, the semantic choice of “partnership” constructs a close relation with the 

                                                        

23  I use “significance” here in the sense of Gee’s (2011, 2014) Building Task Significance which puts 
emphasis on how language is used to put specific aspects of (d) or (D)iscourse into focus. Throughout the 
analysis I use significant and significance with this meaning, although I only italicise and put in a reference 
in this first instance. 
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client. The repetition of “yes” (l. 1 and l. 9) constructs a sense of strong affirmation that 

she does expect future revenue as a consequence of her teams’ knowledge 

transformation.  

Linda:  /Yes definitely. 1 

\The idea is that we take it further. (.) 2 

\And that next time I would like us to be part of it from the start  3 

/it’s a two-year programme \where we are on the last year, er, (.) 4 

\So there were other suppliers doing stuff before that, 5 

\and it would be really good to be part of it from the start 6 

/and arrange \the whole programme 7 

\even if we still only deliver the latter part of the programme […]  8 

_So ^yes, \yes.  9 

/I definitely \intend for this to be a longer par--partnership.10 

(Linda, my translation, 223, 31:31) 

Linda’s knowledge transformation approach does seem to be paying off, because 

she explains that the client wants to expand the project to a global level. However, Linda 

does not quite have the power to roll the project out globally; she does not say so 

directly but implies this information by stating that rolling the project out to a global 

level is easier for her contact at Soft Tech, because the contact has a leadership function 

in the client organisation, giving her power to leverage the project beyond the UK. Linda 

on the other hand needs to ‘sell’ the project to offices in the other countries and “find 

people in the different countries who I can work together with” (Linda, my translation, 

201, 22:29).  

In the interview situation, her statement about the global roll-out of the project 

could be seen as having the purpose of constructing herself as competent. Testifying to 

the truth value of Linda’s proposition, however, HR Consult Denmark employees 

confirmed that they were starting up a project with Soft Tech based on Linda’s work. I 

received this information when I debriefed HR Consult about my findings approximately 

six months after interviewing Linda. The project she designed for Soft Tech was being 

rolled out in other European countries, Canada and the US simultaneously. This shows 

that when she tries to position herself in the interview situation as a competent 

consultant with a successful project, she seems to have a firm basis on which to do so. 

Linda’s insistence on adopting a different knowledge communication practice 

than others at HR Consult UK, thereby resisting the (D)iscourse in the organisation, 
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suggests a strong professional self-identity attached to this knowledge transformation 

approach. Summing up this implied self-identity in her narrative about her project for 

the software developer, I prompted her to confirm this interpretation, and she 

confirmed: “Yes that’s definitely correctly understood.” (Linda, my translation, 324-336, 

46:31). But after a brief pause she then shifted the topic from knowledge transformation 

to what emerged as one of her key values: the autonomy and freedom to pursue her own 

strategy. By introducing this topic when prompted quite explicitly to comment on her 

knowledge transformation practice, she builds a connection by associating “freedom” 

with the ability to construct and transform organisational knowledge to her clients’ 

needs. From a linguistic perspective the use of high key onset when shifting the topic (l. 

1) signals that the coming (d)iscourse is important to her. I do not attach any particular 

significance to the high key pronunciation of “freedom” (l. 3), because it may just as well 

be a signal that she feels she found the right word after the brief pause (l.  3).    

Linda: (.) ^Well the reason I like this role 1 

_ compared to some of the old roles  2 

is precisely because I have that (.) ^freedom. 3 

(Linda, my translation, 325, 46:40).  

 The quote above is mainly relevant because Linda choses to shift the topic from 

knowledge construction, which was my agenda as interviewer, to her own agenda, by 

introducing a topic that was important to her own sensemaking. The importance she 

attaches to the freedom to pursue her own strategy could be seen as similar to Henrik’s 

arguments for the value of autonomy to pursue a different knowledge communication 

practice than his colleagues. I explore autonomy as a value underlying Linda’s personal 

identity in the next section. This shift in focus also shifts the focus from the professional 

identity of Linda (RQ 2.a.) to a focus on the implication of her professional identity for 

her knowledge communication practice (RQ 2.b). 

5.3.2.1 A sense of autonomy as aspect of the knowledge team identity 

Like Henrik, Linda carries on her time consuming laborious approach to client centred 

knowledge transformation in spite of organisational (D)iscourses and practices 

encouraging a different approach. Another similarity between the two as prototypes is 

that they require a considerable level of autonomy to do so. As I will show in the 

following analysis, Linda seems to avoid any interference from management if possible. 
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In the U.K., part of the reason Linda is able to do so seems to be the physical distance 

between consultants and managers.  

In the following quote her discursive sensemaking builds a connection between 

the value of autonomy and her professional identity by starting with an explicit marker 

of identity construction (“someone like me” l. 1), and then emphasises her ability to run 

her own project (l. 3). In light of her emphasis of the team effort in the quote cited 

earlier, she expresses a sense of personal ownership over her project here (“my own 

project”, l. 2). In terms of prosody she emphasises “completely” (l. 2) as postmodifier of 

her ability to run the project. Notice also that after emphasising autonomy in the first 

three lines she connects this to her network, thereby positioning her network as 

significant. I explore her network relations in the next section:

Linda: Someone like me, -- 1 

--I run my own project completely. -- 2 

--/I almost work as an \independent consultant, 3 

/and have made my network as an exper-- 4 

--half way in and half way out of HR Consult. 5 

(Linda, my translation, 236, 32:59) 

To sum up on the quote above, Linda constructs autonomy both in her role as consultant 

and in building a network of relations within the organisation as important values.  

 Autonomy as a value is also evident in her sensemaking about the team she has 

put together for the project with Soft Tech. In terms of discursive sensemaking, Linda 

constructs a sense of personal ownership and autonomy when speaking about her 

project in the quote below, she constructs herself, rather than HR Consult or any of her 

managers as being in charge of the project. This sense of ownership is also reflected in 

her construction of herself as being in charge of colleagues on the project. This sense of 

ownership can be seen even when she speaks about colleagues she has invited to 

participate and whom she constructs as trusted equals in other work contexts (see 

section 5.4.3.4). From the linguistic perspective, the hierarchy she constructs is evident 

not only in her use of the first person personal possessive pronoun ‘my’, identifying her 

as owner of the project, but also through the time consuming choice of the verb “use”, 

which constructs her as team leader in the quote below. The semantic choice of the verb 

“use” in this quote signals a sense of ownership, metaphorically constructing her 

colleage from the Client Relations Management Team, Ed, as an instrument or tool:  
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Linda:   Ed, I even use on (.) 1 

\on my project. Erm  (,) 2 

so he is one of my coaches. 3 

(Linda, my translation 363, 54:50).  

 To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, she expresses a sense of 

ownership and control over her project. The hierarchy which she constructs here can be 

juxtaposed with her construction of Ed as not only an equal but a trusted colleague 

when she is speaking about her strongest relations within the Client Relations 

Management Team. The CoP relations and divisions within that team will be analysed in 

more detail in section 5.3.3.4. 

Because Linda spoke about the differences between her own and her colleagues’ 

approach, and the autonomy in the position she holds in the organisation, I commented 

on the autonomy to define a variety of roles and strategies within her job title as Client 

Relations Manager, a title she shares with seven other consultants in the U.K. Client 

Relations Management Team. I cite my prompt below, then I analyse her answer 

followed by the full prosodic transcription of her response. My prompt was: “Yes, it’s 

definitely broad, so broad a job title that it can cover almost anything, you know?” 

(Linda, my translation, 278, 39:06). In my prompt, “it” refers to the job title Client 

Relations Manager.  

This prompted a passage of discursive sensemaking where Linda makes sense of 

the autonomy of her role, but also about her managers’ inability to understand what she 

is doing in the organisation. I analyse her response in the following two paragraphs, and 

then quote the full response with the prosodic transcription. In terms of discursive 

sensemaking, she chooses to centre her (d)iscourse on the notion of freedom and 

autonomy in her role, but builds a few hedges to qualify her argument: she emphasises 

that it is a requirement that “you’re doing well” (l. 2), i.e. that the consultants meet the 

target revenues set by the organisation, and that you stay within “our values and our 

product portfolio”. But these hedges seem like a wide frame in which her colloquialism 

(“bloody” l. 3) signals her strong feeling that in her organisational role you’re “allowed 

to do almost what you want” (l. 4), and that there’s an “incredible amount of freedom in 

how” (l. 8-9). She then shifts the topic to her managers (l. 10), claiming they “do not 

understand” what she is doing (l. 12). This discursive sensemaking about the role of her 

managers again constructs a professional identity as someone unique in the 

organisation through her adoption of an approach (the “how” in l. 9) which does not 
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conform to the norms in the organisation and which is either too complex or too 

different for her managers to understand: “they don’t really understand what I’m doing” 

(l. 12). Because of this she undermines the traditional hierarchy of manager-employee 

by providing her discursive sensemaking interpretation that “they can’t really challenge 

me” (l. 13) and “they are learning as much as leading” (l. 16).  

At the linguistic level, Linda’s prosody in the quote below supports my 

interpretation at the discursive sensemaking level. In terms of syntax, although she does 

refer to the organisational (D)iscourse in the form of requirements for her role (in l. 2: 

“doing well”, and l. 6: “our values and our product portfolio”), she refers to these 

organisational requirements in subclauses, thereby constructing them as less significant 

hedges to her argument in the main clauses: “you’re actually allowed to do almost what 

you want” (l. 4), and “there is an incredible amount of freedom” (l. 8). In terms of 

prosody the lack of significance she attaches to the organisational requirements also 

seems to be signalled in the low key enunciation of l. 5-6 “you have to stay within our 

[…] values and our product portfolio.” This can be juxtaposed with the colloquial 

“bloody” (l. 3) which, although the sentence is broken off, seems to function as a clausal 

premodifier which amplifies “allowed to do almost what you want” (l. 4). The drawing 

out the vowel sound in “incredible” (l. 8) amplifies the emphasis she puts on the word, 

thereby constructing “freedom” as highly significant. The drawing out of the vowel 

sounds in “values” and “portfolio” (l. 6) on the other hand is combined with a low key 

enunciation. Because of the low key enunciation, the long vowel sounds seem to suggest 

that Linda feels obliged to mention these organisational requirements but that she does 

so out of obligation rather than passion. By emphasising “how” (l. 9) she constructs the 

difference between her own and the mainstream knowledge communication practice as 

significant.

Linda: _There’s not really, erm (.)  1 

\as long as you’re doing well,  2 

/you can bloody-- 3 

\well, you’re actually allowed to do /almost what you want. (..) 4 

_Well, of course you have to stay within (.) 5 

_within erm our \what we call our _value:s \and our product pro--portfolio: 6 

\and so on. 7 

So (.) But there is an incre:dible amount of freedom, erm , in-- 8 

/in how (.)  9 
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/and there is definitely stuff which actually [names of her closest managers], 10 

_well, that’s one of their problems 11 

^/they don’t really understand \what I’m doing […]  12 

\They can’t really challenge me in-- 13 

\--in what I’m doing (.) 14 

/because for them  15 

\they’re learning just as much as leading. 16 

(Linda, my translation, 278, 39:06) 

To sum up on the analysis of the quote above, Linda’s discursive sensemaking 

builds a professional identity of opposition to the mainstream organisational knowledge 

communication approach of reapplying standardised solutions. By constructing her 

managers as unfamiliar with what she’s doing as long as she meets her targets, she 

amplifies this sense of her as both an outsider, but also as someone more knowledgeable 

than her managers. Again this discursive sensemaking is strikingly similar to Henrik’s: 

he also constructed himself as being above his CEO in terms of knowledge and 

understanding, and also emphasised his autonomy and freedom to pursue a different 

knowledge communication strategy than the mainstream knowledge transfer approach.  

This seems to suggest that in order for the organisation to benefit from the 

knowledge creations of the community supported knowledge creator and the knowledge 

team prototype, organisations need to provide a considerable level of autonomy to 

pursue their knowledge creation strategy. The need for employee autonomy to pursue 

knowledge creation is also emphasised by Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) to allow space 

for creativity and flexibility required for creation of new knowledge.   

In the following quote, Linda raises the importance of autonomy even further by 

building a connection between her autonomy and her continued willingness to stay in 

the organisation. As part of her discursive sensemaking about the autonomy she is 

granted, she builds a connection between her close personal relationship with the 

founder of the company and the autonomy she is granted to pursue her knowledge 

transformation strategy. Thereby she creates further distance between herself and her 

immediate managers, who she constructed as not understanding her approach. The 

most significant aspect of her discursive sensemaking in the quote below nevertheless 

seems to be her comment on the autonomy she has been granted (“I’ve been allowed to” 

l. 2).  



 

261 

From the linguistic perspective, the quote stands out from the rest of the 

interview, because of the abrupt shift in prosody from fast pace, high key enunciation (l. 

2) to slow pace, low key and low volume enunciation (l. 4). The shift seems significant 

because Linda generally speaks in a higher pace than other participants in my study, and 

rarely hesitates or uses low key intonation. Therefore the slow pace and low volume 

when building the connection to her continued existence in the organisation (l. 4)  gives 

the impression that she is speaking as much to herself as to the interviewer. Her volume 

in the rest of the interview is fairly high, maybe due to her experience as a professional 

presenter, so the low volume here stands out, thereby strengthening the impression that 

she is talking to herself. Furthermore, the three pauses and empty fill-in sounds at the 

end of l. 4 suggest that she briefly needs to collect herself before proceeding, thereby 

giving an impression that she attaches strong emotion to the argument about finding her 

motivation to stay in the organisation mainly in her ability to pursue her own knowledge 

transformation strategy: 

Linda:  So erm (.)  1 

[faster pace]^\but, well, as I said--I’ve /been allowed to-- 2 

--\And so that’s also why   3 

[slow pace, low volume] _I am still here (.) erm (.) and (.) erm 4 

[faster pace and normal volume] and then it helps if you know the family [i.e. 5 

the owners] then--then you’re also kind of (.) 6 

[slow pace] _left alone a bit.7 

(Linda, my translation, 370, 57:13) 

To summarise the analysis of the quote above, Linda is making sense of her 

existence within the organisation with reference to her professional identity centred on 

the autonomous approach network building and knowledge transformation. But in the 

quote above she also constructs politics (distribution of social goods) (Gee, 2011, 2014) 

by suggesting that it is not organisational policy or culture which grants her the 

autonomy here, but her personal connection with the founder. Regardless, whether she 

interprets the origin of her autonomy correctly or not, she explicitly connects the 

autonomy to pursue her knowledge transformation strategy to her willingness to stay in 

the organisation. Because a similar argument was made by Henrik, the implication 

seems to be that employees with professional identities centred on the intrinsic and 

organisational value of creating knowledge should be granted a high level of autonomy 

to do so. Because both Henrik and Linda do, in their own and others’ description of 
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them, put in extra hours to transform and re-create organisational knowledge, there 

seems to be no reason for organisations not to grant them the autonomy they need to 

perform their particular knowledge communication practice. 

The lack of understanding for Linda’s approach, which she expressed an earlier 

quote (Linda, my translation, 278, 39:06), is also evident in Linda’s statements about a 

decision to hold monthly face-to-face meetings with the eight Client Relations Managers 

of which Linda is one. In the quote below, Linda shows awareness that her project does 

not quite follow corporate strategy; in her discursive sensemaking about  the decision to 

conduct face to face meetings she seems to imply that her immediate managers lack 

knowledge about the practices of the Client Relations Management Team. Linda states 

that she doesn’t know why the two managers made the decision, but then offers her own 

interpretation: the decision to hold monthly, co-located meetings seems to her to be an 

attempt to regain leadership (“rally the troops”, l. 5). This interpretation implies that 

Linda’s considers the two managers to be disconnected from what she does. She almost 

constructs her own project as being opposed to their focus on “how much money we 

make” (l. 6), although as mentioned, an important part of her justification for her 

approach is precisely the longer term ROI (Return On Investment) of her project. In the 

context of her discursive sensemaking about the future ROI, her statement here should 

be seen more as criticism of the organisational practice focussing on short term revenue. 

The focus on short term revenue seems to be an implication of an organisational 

practice of evaluating managers on the basis of how much revenue their employees 

generate, which Linda refers to in l. 6. As pointed out by Gee (2011, 2014) what is not 

said can sometimes be as significant as what is said; in this quote Linda refrains from 

expressing any need for the meetings on the part of her or the other team members; 

from her discursive sensemaking perspective the decision seems to have been made 

based on the managers’ own need.  

From the linguistic perspective, Linda’s use of the demonstrative pronoun 

“those” (l. 3) suggests that she constructs a sense of distance between herself and the 

managers. The validity of this interpretation seems to be strengthened by her previous 

naming of the same managers: because they were already part of the discourse in the 

interview there seems to be no reason for the demonstrative pronoun here except to 

signal a sense of distance to the managers.

Petersen: What were the arguments behind that decision? 1 

Linda:  /it was a bit difficult \to find out if the argument,  2 
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\was simply for those managers,  3 

_[provides names of the two managers of the Client Relations Management Team]  4 

=/to rally the \troops, y’know. 5 

\They are being evaluated based on how much money we make. 6 

(Linda, my translation, 236, 32:59) 

To summarise the analysis of this quote, Linda herself does not express any 

need for a monthly co-located meetings. Instead her discursive sensemaking about the 

decision constructs an image of the two middle managers as disconnected from the 

practices of the Client Relations Management Team, and as trying to regain control. 

Thereby she also underlines that it is not of their own volition that the two middle 

managers grant Linda the autonomy she requires to pursue her knowledge 

transformation practice. 

5.3.2.2 Management disconnected from knowledge creation from below  

Linda’s autonomy and client centred approach does not mean that she does not care 

about the success of HR Consult, though. On the contrary, like Henrik, she shows concern 

for shifting learning outcomes and knowledge created for her client to an organisational 

level. But Linda does not feel she has the support of her managers, and due to the 

organisational practice of evaluating employees ”based on how much money we make”  

(Linda, my translation, 236, 32:59, quoted earlier) she may not be able to lift it herself. 

In contrast to her immediate managers, she refers to her close relation with the founder 

of the company. But to challenge her fondness of this relationship, which she also cited 

as the reason why the middle managers left her alone (Linda, my translation, 370, 57:13, 

analysed earlier), I chose to question the quality of the relationship. I therefore 

summarised her argument about the future value of transforming knowledge. Because 

my comment below summarises opinions she has herself voiced earlier in the interview, 

I quote my comment below.  

Petersen: But they a  are not quite interested enough in your experiences with 1 

transforming this to Adobe b  and running it virtually, and, well, _potentially (.) 2 

^\I can see that the first couple of times it’s lot of work to transform it. 3 

\Transforming knowledge is time consuming. ^But, but in the long run, well 4 

(.) if they start a more erm, it’s a bit more of a bottom up innovation of the 5 

product. 6 

 (Linda, my translation, 382, 57:30). 
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Quote notes: 

a  “They” refers back, termed anaphoric reference in (Halliday & Hasan, 1976/2014), to the 

organisation in general. Linda has just stated that she has a strong relation with the founder 

of the organisation and with other people at the very top of the organisation. 

b  Linda introduced Adobe Meeting as the ICT used to facilitate the online learning in her 

project for Soft Tech 

 

 Although the phrase “I can see…” (l. 3) suggests that this is my observation, it 

summarises views which Linda expressed earlier in the interview. However, the phrase 

“I can see…” served the purpose of building rapport with Linda, suggesting that I 

understood her perspective. My summary and the reflection did serve its purpose by 

sparking the discursive sensemaking in the quote below where Linda expresses 

frustration that HR Consult seems to have a culture where no one will help her lift the 

experience and knowledge gained from the Soft Tech project to a wider organisational 

level. The quote below can thus be seen as her discursive sensemaking about the 

organisation as being rather unwilling to support and invest in innovation from below.  

 In the quote below she again constructs her self-identity as being in opposition 

to the organisational (D)iscourse, or culture. She argues that the success of her 

knowledge transformation process for the Soft Tech project can be leveraged to an 

organisational level and applied to other clients, thereby providing HR Consult with the 

ability to deliver their products on a virtual platform for any dispersed client 

organisation. She emphasises her own concern for the organisation by arguing that her 

own sense of success (l. 8) is premised on her project being used more widely in the 

organisation (l. 9). She explicitly constructs the connection between the organisational 

focus on making money (l. 13) and the inability of the organisation to learn from her 

project until it has lived up to this organisational criterion for success. In terms of 

prosody she constructs her own efforts to communicate the experiences from the Soft 

Tech project as significant through her high key onset in l. 7 and 8. By doing so, she 

builds up to the “conflict” (l. 11). In l. 11 she does not specify who the conflict concerns, 

but the prosodic cues just mentioned indicate that she is talking about a conflict 

between what she sees as a short sighted organisational focus on making money as 

opposed to her commitment to develop and transform organisational knowledge to 

apply and situate it within new client contexts. 

Linda:  Yes. Well erm with regard to that I’ve seen, well (.) 1 
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\too much of these individual ways of running it 2 

/for there to be a group to \sort of say  3 

\hey, why don’t we /help out \here,  4 

\and why don’t we try to--to--to  5 

\take this to a new customer’.  6 

^Well that’s obviously what I’m doing.  7 

^\I definitely want for my /own \success-- 8 

-=it’s only a success if this is used somewhere else as well. (.)  9 

So I’m out talking about it a lot.  10 

(lower key, slower pace) Erm but, well there’s /definitely \a conflict,  11 

_y’know with ‘^it’s very interesting \what you’re doing [Linda], but, erm,  12 

\we need to see whether it makes money first--\and then we need to see 13 

whether it--/whether you can handle \it-- 14 

--and we’re not quite sure we have the resources to do something like that.’15 

(Linda, my translation, 388, 58:07) 

 To summarise the analysis of the quote above, Linda shows awareness of the 

situatedness of her client-centred knowledge approach, and awareness that it will need 

to go through a new knowledge creation loop to shift it to an organisational level from 

which it can be applied in other organisational settings. But the incomprehension of her 

managers from Linda’s sensemaking perspective seems the most salient aspect of this 

quote. She does not seem to feel she has the organisational support to undertake this 

knowledge transformation, and due to the organisational focus on making money, she 

may not be able to lift it herself. 

5.3.2.3 Making sense of client-centric knowledge transformation practice 

For Linda, the knowledge transfer strategy (presented in section 5.1 and exemplified in 

the opposition of Linda’s manager’s to her knowledge communication practice) clashes 

with her professional identity centred on fulfilling client needs through a time 

consuming process to transform and situate organisational knowledge. This clash leads 

to a sensemaking process to rationalise her adoption of a different practice, a 

sensemaking which Linda makes explicit in the interview in her reflection on the 

organisational knowledge practice. 

In arguing against the practice of the knowledge transfer prototype as part of her 

discursive sensemaking in the quote below,  Linda adopts a classic structure of 
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argumentation of presenting the counter argument first with a few concessions (“of 

course you can”, l. 9, and “it clearly makes money”, l. 12). Then she shifts to her own 

argument justifying her time consuming client-centred knowledge transformation, to 

convince the listener that the organisational strategy is problematic. In terms of prosody 

in the quote below, notice the faster pace which results in her interruption of intonation 

units without pause (l. 3-7). She seems to speak so quickly that she loses her breath and 

has to inhale sharply before quickly continuing her argument (l. 5).  From the linguistic 

perspective, Linda uses syntax to signal the distance between her own perspective and 

that of the organisation by using the demonstrative pronoun “those” as premodifier for 

the profiles (l. 4). Because Linda knows that I know the “profile” is the oldest and best 

selling product of HR Consult, and because this profile has been a topic earlier in the 

interview, the reason for using the demonstrative pronoun here can only be to signal 

distance towards it, and the organisational strategy it represents in her argument. Her 

fast pace suggests that it is not the first time she has been through the argument, 

perhaps as joint sensemaking with like-minded colleagues, but this cannot be 

determined. 

Linda: (slower pace) \and that can ^run \for a ^while 1 

(faster pace) 2 

but then it suddenly stops-- 3 

--\well because then—because then everyone has one of those profiles-- 4 

/and it’s landed in the drawer--\it’s landed in the drawer and (.h)-- 5 

--/then they want to do\something else. 6 

Erm 7 

\and then you move on /to the next \organisation. (.) 8 

(.h)/And that’s, erm, ˆ\of course you can, 9 

\There are plenty of organisation in the wor--world. 10 

\and--and--and then er you can run it-- 11 

 --^\and it clearly makes money. (.) 12 

(Linda, my translation, 369, 55:14) 

 To sum up on the analysis of the quote above, Linda is highly critical of the 

knowledge communication practice of the knowledge transfer prototype which she sees 

as being endorsed by the organisation because of the money this approach makes. But in 

the quote above she argues that it is a short-sighted strategy, because the client will lose 
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interest if the knowledge HR Consult is able to communicate to the client is not situated 

within the context of the clients’ context and unique development challenges. 

 But Linda’s knowledge team prototypical identity goes beyond strategy and 

revenue to deeper values centred on helping the client solve the challenges they face. In 

other words, making money for her organisation is not motivation in itself for Linda; she 

seeks a deeper meaning in what she does. She makes this professional identity value 

explicit in her discursive sensemaking in the quote below. She constructs what she sees 

as meaningful work by contrasting it to the knowledge communication approach of the 

knowledge transfer prototype. From the linguistic perspective, prosodic cues in the quote 

below indicate agitation and strong emotion through the audible exhalation at the 

beginning of line 1, and through the onomatopoetic “argh” at the end of l. 1. Underlining 

her agitation, her pace increases during the passage, finally leading to a break up in the 

syntax as she stumbles on the words. Combined, these cues suggest agitation over a 

strongly felt issue. In terms of semantics, her use of the deontic modal “can’t” (l. 9 and l. 

11), is again an example of her justifying action through reference to obligation, in this 

case being obliged not to follow the knowledge communication practice common among 

her colleagues and encouraged by her managers. Her use of epistemic modality hides 

agency here: by using the modal to express obligation, she avoids or neglects to point to 

whom or what causes that obligation. It seems to be her own value system which obliges 

her to adopt a client centred knowledge communication approach emphasising 

transformation of organisational knowledge. These prosodic and linguistic cues add up 

to an impression of a deeply seated opposition to the (D)iscourse of her organisation 

resulting in a somewhat heated defence of her own strategy emphasising a need for her 

work to make “sense” (l. 5), a word which is given significance through its high key 

enunciation: 

Linda:   (.h)\But I have some kind of--argh 1 

^\that’s not the way I kind of 2 

_\think is very ^exciting 3 

_now we’re back to  4 

=\what makes ^sense.  5 

erm so e:rm (..) 6 

[faster pace] 7 

/so I’ve simply \stopped-- 8 
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(faster pace)--\I can’t se:ll that--I can’--I don’t even at all--think--myself--9 

myself  10 

\if I dont’ believe in it then erm  11 

\then--then I can’t sell it. 12 

(Linda, my translation, 369, 56:00) 

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, Linda explicitly shows the 

importance of the values underlying her professional identity. Finding meaning in what 

she does and aligning her practice, or in Weick’s (1995, 2001) term ‘enactment’ with the 

values underlying her professional identity seems to be more important to her than the 

organisational (D)iscourse encouraging a different knowledge communication strategy. 

Linda is very aware of how her immediate middle manager would react if she 

heard this sensemaking about the organisational knowledge communication practice, as 

we shall see in the quote below. She thereby shows awareness that she is resisting a 

larger organisational (D)iscourse by adopting a different practice. In terms of discursive 

sensemaking in the quote below Linda re-introduces her immediate middle manager into 

the conversation as if she was just an example to support her point. The middle manager 

was named and identified as Linda’s immediate manager earlier in the interview, so the 

distance signalled by the premodifier “someone like” (l. 1) followed by the middle 

managers full name is also used to position the middle manager as an outsider, 

distanced from Linda’s own practice. Another effect of introducing the middle manager 

into the (d)iscourse shifts her argument about different perspectives on strategy from 

the Client Relations Management Team to middle management level. Linda underlines 

the importance of her manager’s alleged opposition to ‘Linda’s’ sensemaking by 

repeating the phrase “she would definitely frown if she heard I said that” at the end of 

the quote. In terms of prosody, her pace is quickened when repeating the phrase, and 

there is no time spent on reflecting on which words to choose or how to present this, 

suggesting that this is an important part of her sensemaking, and/or that she is agitated 

because she feels strongly about the issue.  

Linda: Someone like [name of middle manager] 1 

\she would -- 2 

(faster pace) 3 

--/she would definitely \_frown  4 

\if she heard I said that.--  5 

--\she would. 6 
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/she would definitely \frown if she heard I said that. (..) 7 

(Linda, my translation, 370, 56:15) 

To sum up on the analysis of the quote above, Linda uses the manager who is 

above her in the organisational hierarchy as an example of someone who would be 

opposed to the professional values which Linda attaches to her opposition to the 

knowledge communication practice of the more mainstream knowledge transfer 

prototype. By doing so, Linda shifts the difference in knowledge communication 

practices between her own and her colleagues’ practices, to a higher level in the 

organisation, suggesting that the strategy of the knowledge transfer prototype can be 

seen as endorsed by the organisational culture and management practice.  

A consequence of the division between prototypes seems to by that CoPs emerge 

as divisions within the Client Relations Management Team. This division is the topic of 

the next section, which also signals a shift from the focus on RQ 2.a in the previous 

sections analysing the characteristics of Linda’s professional identity, towards focussing 

more on RQ 2.b about what the configurations of professional identity prototypes mean 

for the communication of knowledge at HR Consult.  

5.3.2.4 CoPs dividing the Client Relations Management Team 

Despite Linda’s construction of herself as unique in the organisation, she is not alone 

with her client-centred professional identity in the Client Relations Management Team 

under which HR Consult has organised her. But the difference in prototypical identities 

seems to emerge as a division within the Client Relations Management Team. In the 

quote below, Linda’s discursive sensemaking centres on the division in the team between 

those adopting her client-centred knowledge transformation approach and those who 

seem to be more knowledge transfer prototypes. The opposition between the two camps 

or CoPs within the team is signalled through Linda’ construction of how much she 

knows about what the others are doing, which can be seen as a description of the 

strength of her personalised Transactive Memory System, i.e. knowledge of who knows 

what in the team.  The division she constructs is realised at the linguistic level through a 

number of prosodic cues. She starts the passage with “well” which signals that she does 

not have an answer ready at hand. This interpretation is underlined by her interruption 

of herself with the adverbial premodifier, “the thing is” (l. 2), suggesting that she 

considers her answer problematic. The emphasis of “everyone” (l. 2) constructs a 

listener expectation of an answer which opposes the interviewer’s call for information 
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about her relations with the whole team. She then shifts the topic of her answer from the 

indefinite “everyone” to the definite ‘Ed’ and ‘John’. By naming them she also attaches 

more Significance to these two than to the indefinite “everyone” in the rest of the team. 

As an afterthought following the quote below, she names a third person, Will, as part of 

this closer network in the team.  

Linda:  Well I know-- 1 

--\the thing is I don’t know what everyone is-- 2 

--^I know what /Ed and ^John are doing (.)“  3 

(Linda, my translation, 361, 53:05) 

To sum up on the analysis of this quote, Linda explicitly constructs a division in 

the Client Relations Management Team. The division seems to emerge as a lack of 

mutual knowledge about the practices of other team members. This division can be 

analysed as emerging in a strong Transactive Memory System (TMS), i.e. mutual 

knowledge about each other’s different abilities and knowledge, between the members 

with which Linda identifies and a weak TMS with regard to members she does not 

identify with. 

As argument for her closer relation with Ed, John and Will, Linda explicitly 

points to their shared professional identity in the quote below. Based on her elaborate 

description of her approach to knowledge transformation of HR Consults products and 

new knowledge production to fit the products to an online platform, I asked her whether 

it was their approach to “being creative with the products which they shared” (Linda, my 

translation, 363, 0:57;40). After answering this rather leading question affirmatively she 

elaborates on the differences between the two camps or communities within the team. 

In her answer, quoted below, the first person plural pronoun “we” ( l. 1) is an anaphoric 

reference to herself and the three others in the team whom she named as the ones 

sharing her approach. At the discursive sensemaking level, she identifies their time 

consuming knowledge transformation approach as centred on focussing most of their 

time on one client, even though all the consultants in the team have a portfolio of other 

clients to maintain. Her discursive  sensemaking about the team demonstrates that even 

though they all have the same job title and job description, their approach to the tasks 

differ, strongly signalled by her juxtaposition of “we” (l. 1), i.e. herself, John, Ed and Will, 

and “the others” (l. 8), i.e. the rest of the team who remain unidentified. She also seems 

to point to this different approach as a source of identification between her, John, Ed and 

Will: “We have […] a better understanding of what we’re doing” (l. 1-2). At the linguistic 



 

271 

level, “So” (l. 1) functions as a discourse marker signalling not only a conclusion, but a 

discursive sensemaking interpretation and justification for her choice of relations in the 

Client Relations Management Team. In terms of prosody, she emphasises 

“understanding” (l. 1) thereby rendering this as significant, and implying that there is 

little understanding across the division in the team. The emphasis on “one” (l. 4) implies 

that the others have more than one, thereby rendering the opposition significant again. 

To underline the effect of these  syntactic and prosodic cues to render the opposition 

significant, she finishes the quote by repeating that the others do it “in a different way” 

(l. 16), the second time amplified by the adverbial “completely” (l. 17).

Linda:  ^/So we have kind of a better understanding,  1 

 \of what we’re doing—we’ve told (.) 2 

erm—quite a lot. 3 

/and we all have kind of (.) one \client which we like (.) 4 

_erm 5 

\maintain 6 

/and who is our \our big project. (.) 7 

^\The others e:rm have--have  8 

/a wider base of clients and  9 

and run smaller stuff—or—erm-- 10 

--/but faster.  11 

_And--and  12 

/they actually charge,  13 

/if not as \much money as we do  14 

\and sometimes even more than we _do--  15 

--/They do it in a different way.-- 16 

--^completely different way. 17 

(Linda, my translation, 363, 53:15)  

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, Linda explicitly constructs a 

divide in practices of the team members, but at the same time shows that she is not 

alone in her approach to client-centred knowledge transformation. The sense of mutual 

knowledge and identification between members seems to emerge as CoPs which divide 

the team despite the team’s shared knowledge domain as HR Consult employees with 

identical job titles. This shows the complex interplay of personal and social identities, 

because the identities of the community members are not a characteristic of the CoPs, as 
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argued by Wenger (1998), rather it is as much the professional identities of the 

individuals in the Client Relations Management Team which define the CoP. The quote 

above also highlights the different prototypical solutions to the multi-project problem of 

a lack of identification in virtual teams (Daim, et al., 2011; Suchan & Hayzak, 2001). 

Linda and the ones she identifies within the CRM team solve this by doing a bare 

minimum for the majority of their projects, and focussing most of the energy on a single, 

high profile client at a time. 

In the quote below, Linda constructs this difference in practices and identities as 

having been an explicit topic within the team. Central to her discursive sensemaking in 

this quote is the focus on the “need” (l. 1) for a social basis for her identity among 

“sparring partners who are a bit similar to ourselves” (l. 1-2). She uses this identification 

with some of the team members as her justification for not knowing much about the 

other team members (“therefore I know less about what the others are doing”, (l. 5-6). 

In terms of syntax, she renders the division significant by using the discourse marker 

“so” to signal that a conclusion or sensemaking interpretation is coming. In terms of 

prosody, this conclusion is given further emphasis by the high key onset on “So”: 

Linda:  /We all need \to have some (.) sparring partners 1 

/who are a bit similar \to ourselves. 2 

^So there’s clearly a e:rm (.) 3 

division in--in the team at that level— 4 

[fast pace]--/and therefore I know less \about  5 

[slow pace] \what the others are doing  6 

(Linda, my translation, 363, 53:23) 

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, Linda constructs an image of a 

shared professional identity within each of the two smaller communities of “sparring 

partners” (l. 1). Through her identification of the three other team members as sharing 

her client-centred knowledge communication practice, she also constructs Ability trust 

towards them.  

This ability trust is also signalled elsewhere in the interview where she 

identifies these three as the ones she goes to if she needs a different perspective on a 

presentation or workshop she is working on, and with whom she shares her successes 

and failures. This ability trust seems to be based on shared values underlying that 

identity as important for their incentive to share knowledge with each other. She states 

that the three she identified by name are the ones who share her approach to the work, 
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and that they are the ones she calls first, “If there are any issues”, while she attaches the 

predicate “more old school sales people” to the others.  

 Earlier I analysed a quote where Linda mentioned Ed as someone she used on 

her team, arguing that the quote could be seen as showing her sense of ownership. But 

the same quote can also, in the light of her close relations with Ed in the Client Relations 

Management Team, be analysed as an example of her sense of identification with him. 

The concept trust behaviour (Nooteboom, 2011) can be used to describe Linda’s 

inclusion of him on her team: by including him on her high profile, innovative project 

she constructs trust in his Abilities and Integrity (Mayer, et al., 1995). This trust seems 

to be founded on her knowledge of his track record in the Client Relations Management 

Team. She therefore trusts his ability enough to have him as part of her team. 

Linguistically, the adverbial “even” (l. 1) has the effect of constructing the sentence as 

more than just information about Ed being on the team, but rather presenting this fact as 

being out of the ordinary. In other words, it constructs her taking him on-board the team 

as an unusual action, justified by the trust she places in him:

Linda:   Ed, I even use on (.) 1 

\on my project. Erm  (,) 2 

so he is one of my coaches. 3 

(Linda, my translation 363, 54:50).  

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, Linda not only seems to share 

the knowledge transformation aspect of her identity with three of the members of the 

Client Relations Management Team, she also trusts Ed’s ability and integrity enough to 

include him on the Soft Tech project. Thereby she exhibits one of the key characteristics 

which I identified as an aspect of the knowledge team prototype: that the situated 

knowledge creations for clients are not done through interactions only with the client. 

Linda involves members from the CoPs in which she participates. 

Although Linda states that the two CoPs in the Client Relations Management 

Team respect each other, the quote below shows that Linda experiences no sense of a 

shared understanding. From the linguistic perspective the distance between the two 

CoPs within the team is highlighted in the quote below through the opposition between 

the third person plural pronoun, “they”, and the first person singular pronoun, “I”, (l. 1 

and 2). By using high key onset when enunciating the pronouns she puts emphasis on 

this sense of opposition.
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Linda: \^They don’t really get what I’m doing, 1 

and ^I don’t really get what they’re doing, 2 

(.)\and that’s just fine. 3 

(Linda, my translation, 254, 0:35:55) 

Therefore the analysis of the quote above shows how Linda explicitly constructs 

an opposition between the two CoPs in the Client Relations Management Team by 

centring on a lack of understanding for what the others are doing.  

To conclude on RQ 2.b) on the basis of the analysis above, a consequence of the 

configurations of prototypes at HR Consult seems to be that there is little sense of 

identification and little knowledge communication between the three identity 

configurations. 

 Global relationships supporting the knowledge team identity - Using the 
trusted weak ties network to build a knowledge team 

Linda’s sense of ownership over her project does not mean that she does not value 

relationships within the team she has put together for the project. On the contrary as the 

analyses in the following section will show, the high level of trust in the team and the 

shared identity as knowledge creators allows the team, firstly, to build on the strengths 

of the different knowledge domains in the team; and secondly, to build on competencies 

in the wider networks of each member through referred trust. Reffered trust can be seen 

as the ability of each member to place their trust in colleagues outside their network, 

simply because they are members of another trusted team members network. For this to 

work and for trust to be maintained in the team, a prerequisite seems to be that the trust 

so placed is not violated. But for Linda’s team this does not seem to be the case. These 

two key abilities of Linda’s team, and therefore of each team member, are what I 

characterise as the core of the knowledge team prototype: firstly, the ability to utilise a 

strong TMS in the dispersed team to allow complex knowledge creation occurs mainly 

where the specific expertise is located in the dispersed team, and using ICT (information 

and Communication Technology) to combine and coordinate the more explicit outcomes 

of this knowledge creation. Secondly, the ability to use trusted weak ties (Levin & Cross, 

2004) and referred trust to find the necessary abilities and knowledge not possessed by 

the team members.  

 Therefore, despite the similarity with the community supported knowledge 

creators in terms of the focus on transforming and situating knowledge within its 
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context of application, the knowledge team prototype differs by relying on the skills and 

abilities of others to complete their own projects. Thereby the knowledge team prototype 

exhibits a strong TMS in their network, i.e. a strong knowledge of who holds which areas 

of expertise in the network. The knowledge team prototype seen as an individual 

therefore seems to be a strong networker, who to a large extent utilises their network to 

complete their tasks and projects. That this network is maintained and supported by ICT 

does not seem to be problematic to the knowledge team prototype.  The following section 

analyses how Linda’s statements about how she put together the knowledge team for the 

Soft Tech project can be seen as exemplifying these characteristics. It seems she utilises 

her network of trusted weak ties to find the necessary competencies and abilities for 

transforming HR Consult’s knowledge to an online platform to communicate and situate 

the knowledge within Soft Tech’s contexts and challenges. But her building of this 

knowledge team, also shows the importance of identification based on similar 

perceptions of organisational knowledge as a process. 

The excerpt quoted below shows Linda’s discursive sensemaking about her 

approach to building the globally dispersed team to solve the challenge of building an 

online learning solution for Soft Tech. It was a requirement from Soft Tech that the 

solution was designed for an online platform in which the employees from Soft Tech 

could engage in interpersonal interaction despite being geographically dispersed. As 

part of her discursive sensemaking Linda constructs the team she was looking for as 

risk-takers willing to “dare” get involved in her project (l. 13). By attaching significance 

to risk-taking, she simultaneously constructs herself as a risk-taker willing to dare 

“something new” (l. 4). By implication, her construction of her and her team as daring, 

constructs the colleagues who were unwilling to participate as the opposite, thereby 

signalling a lack of identification with those employees. Despite difficulties getting a 

team together (signalled by the “many”, 1.6, consultants unwilling to participate), she 

argues for an imperative need to find the right people (“I simply had to”, l. 12), spoken 

with emphasis after breaking off a sentence (in l. 11) which didn’t show potential to 

convey the imperative she needed to communicate. It is also noteworthy that she insists 

on this need to find the right people despite the middle managers’ efforts to dissuade her 

(“they have really tried to run it more locally”, l. 1), even if it means finding the right 

people outside the organisation.  

From a linguistic perspective, the “had to” (l. 12) is a modal construction 

signalling a strong obligation, so-called, deontic modality (Hjulmand, 2012). But the use 
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of the modal hides the grammatical agent (or source) of this obligation. However, there 

seems to be no other agent than herself obliging her to undertake the time consuming 

project. Furthermore, the emphasis she adds to “had” (l. 12) suggests that she is finding 

it difficult to find a reason and simply emphasises obligation in place of the arguments 

she failed to deliver in the two sentence fragments of l. 2 and l. 3). This again underlines 

her professional identity as highly autonomous and as feeling a strong need to fulfil 

client needs despite the work effort, and despite the challenges of finding the right 

competencies at HR Consult UK. However, the obligation she expresses also underlines 

her determination to utilise her network to find the competencies she requires for the 

project. In terms of prosody the high key onset (l. 4) puts emphasis on “something new”, 

which in the following line is identified as being the requirement for delivering the 

project “virtually” (l. 5), i.e. on an online platform without co-locating the dispersed 

course participants and the consultants. In the quote, “they” (l. 1) refers to Linda’s 

middle managers:

Linda: ^/They have really tried \to run it more locally,  1 

\but (.) /well, I simply couldn’t find the resources for,-- 2 

_/which I thought \were, (..)  3 

^\well, I was into something new, /you know? (.) 4 

\delivering [HR development consulting] virtually.  5 

\And the project didn’t suit many of the [consultants] we’ve got,  6 

_\the virtual didn’t suit them.  7 

\They weren’t used to it, a:nd  8 

^\‘ooh that’s a lot /of work’ [..]  9 

\and I couldn’t get them on- board the project. (.)  10 

/So that’s why I \simply was (.) 11 

/I simply had to use the ones \who can do it.  12 

_\And, well, dare and that sort of thing.13 

(Linda, my translation, 189, 25:21) 

To conclude on the quote above, Linda constructs her project as new and 

innovative, and through the other consultants’ reaction, as time consuming.  She builds 

an image of herself and her team members as daring, and willing to put in the effort to 

transform HR Consult knowledge to an online, or “virtual” platform. By contrasting her 

team with the more local colleagues (l. 1) she also implies that her team is more 

dispersed.  
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In the next quote Linda elaborates more on just how dispersed her team is and 

how she used her network to build a dispersed knowledge team based on a shared 

identity as knowledge team prototypes, an enthusiasm for their joint enterprise 

(Wenger 1998) and an ability to build on referred trust to expand the capabilities of the 

team through the TMS of each team member. In terms of discursive sensemaking, Linda 

constructs herself as a strong networker in the quote below, but she is also showing 

passion and excitement about the breadth of the team members. Prosodic cues add to 

the impression of her excitement about the network, these cues include slightly higher 

key and faster pace in this passage than typical for rest of the interview, combined with 

the two high key emphasised words. 

Linda: /and so it’s \simply been. for ^me _y’know 1 

/because I’m pretty strong \as networker, \well e:rm 2 

_/where I’ve brought in ˆ\different people--a:nd 3 

/if it worked, 4 

 […] 5 

/Well if it worked \and they had an erm  6 

/enthusiasm \for what I /was doing,  7 

\well then we moved on with /them.  8 

/then when ^they knew someone, 9 

\well, we pulled them in.-- 10 

--\And it didn’t matter as much, 11 

/if it was people who worked /fo:r HR Consu:lt 12 

/or they were someone \out in our /wider netwo:rk. 13 

\That didn’t-- 14 

--We’ve simply ended up with a team who--,  15 

--\in spite of this being an English project, 16 

/my main consultant  17 

\she’s from ^Canada and £that£ (hh) is simply because  18 

she happened to be in England at the time where I started 19 

Linda 153 (18:30).  

At no point in the interview does she problematise the geographical distance, 

the time difference, or the mediation of technology in the team communication. What 

matters seems to be the shared identity and the enthusiasm for the mutual engagement 

and joint enterprise of the team (Wenger, 1998). By using vocabulary from Wenger’s 
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(1998) theories of CoPs, I suggest that knowledge team prototypes in Linda’s team 

exhibit characteristics of a voluntary CoP which serves as a source of shared identity 

meaning for the team members, while they are simultaneously able to perform as an 

organisational team with a pre-set goal and a time frame for the completion of that goal. 

In terms of relationship theory, Linda’s team shows the effectiveness of trusted weak 

ties and referred trust. The Canadian consultant, whom Linda names elsewhere in the 

interview and whom I shall name ‘Susan’, was referred to Linda by someone in HR 

Consult headquarters as a substitute. The reference seems to have built referred trust 

for Linda. But although they started as weak trusted ties, their interactions on the 

project has evolved the relation into a strong tie, and built their mutual trust in each 

other’s ability, integrity and benevolence. As mentioned in chapter 2, ability trust can be 

seen as being a form of cognition-based trust (McAllister, 1995), but Linda also 

describes the people she brings on-board as having an “enthusiasm”, which might best 

be described as a sign of affect-based trust. This trust was built through a few face to 

face interactions in the UK, but mainly through their frequent communication through 

Skype. Skype was not used because of the visual cues which might be expected from  

Media Richness Theory, but because of the low cost of the calls.   

Due to her trust in Susan’s abilities and passion, Linda seems have no problem 

building on Susan’s network to build the necessary competencies in the team. In the 

following quote she shows this by describing how Susan brought more people on to the 

project. Considering the sense of ownership Linda exhibited over the project in one of 

the quotes analysed earlier, Linda’s inclusion of Susan in core decisions such as team 

memberships seems to exhibit a considerable level of reciprocal trust between them. As 

discursive sensemaking Linda’s description of the growth of the team seems to show 

pride that despite the unwillingness of the colleagues she referred to in the previous 

quote, Linda has been able to build a globally dispersed team. But although she 

emphasises the network (“people know someone who know someone”, l. 6), she also 

emphasises that they work well together. In part it seems that their ability for 

collaboration and mutual engagement is based on their selection of people they already 

had a good working relationship with, and secondly their selection of people with whom 

they shared a professional identity as risk-takers and knowledge creators. From the 

linguistic perspective, Linda’s prosody underlines the breadth of the network by 

enunciating “Canada” (l. 2) and “Australia” (l. 3) in high key. By drawing out the vowel 

sounds of the two place names, Linda seems to suggest that these are just two examples. 

In fact, these two are the main members of the team, although they also have a so called 
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technical host based in Austin, TX, who makes all the technical aspects of the project 

work. For example this technical host and has helped them build so-called break out 

rooms where a smaller subset of the course participants can discuss a topic or exercise 

online without the interference from the rest of the group. 

Linda: /And then she \has brought in more people. (.) 1 

/And that’s both people from ^Canada: _a:nd  2 

/I have one from ^Australia: 3 

/and stuff like that, /y’know? 4 

\who work on an English project--^Simply  (.) 5 

[faster pace]\because people know someone who knows someone. 6 

\And work well together. 7 

(Linda, my translation, 153, 19:10).  

To conclude on the analysis of the quote above, Linda has been able to build her 

team using weak trusted ties in the form of colleagues recommending other colleagues 

with the particular set of skills required for the Soft Tech project, but who also exhibited 

an ability to work together . 

But although the team seems to be built from weak trusted ties (Levin & Cross, 

2004) the mutual engagement and joint enterprise (Wenger, 1998) of the team seems to 

have evolved their relationships into strong ties (Hansen, 1999). This can be seen 

specifically in the contrast Linda constructs between her immediate managers, on one 

hand, and Susan on the other hand. This occurred immediately after Linda had stated 

that her managers aren’t able to challenge her (see the full analysis of this quote on the 

previous page). In contrast to the inability of her managers to understand what she was 

doing, Linda stated that Susan was able to challenge her on “what does the client want to 

tell us, and what is it we are going to do” (Linda, my translation, 279, 38:35). In other 

words, Linda attaches significance to the shared professional identity of fulfilling client 

needs, and the mutual engagement which she and Susan commit themselves to as part of 

their joint enterprise for Soft Tech. As a side note, to support the analysis of Susan as 

sharing the knowledge creating identity aspect, Susan also participates in the LSCN 

community, which is the strategic community in which Henrik participates, and which 

he identifies as having been instigated to build a community among the few knowledge 

creators at the consultancy of HR Consult. 

 Commenting on the Australian member of the team, who was an “old friend” of 

Susan’s (Linda, my translation, 189, 24:43), Linda elaborates on her use of her dispersed 
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network of weak ties. In terms of discursive sensemaking Linda constructs HR Consult in 

opposition to the previous organisation she worked in by centring on the notion of a 

network approach at HR Consult. The previous organisation, one of the leading 

European suppliers of telecommunication services, is named by Linda in the interview. I 

have given it the pseudonym European Phone. Thereby Linda again attaches significance 

to her network as a value. By contrasting her work at HR Consult with her work for a 

previous employer where her network did not play an important role, Linda suggests 

that her network approach is an aspect of a (D)iscourse, or organisational culture, at HR 

Consult. But as neither the UK managers I interviewed, nor ‘John’, the other UK 

consultant I’ve interviewed, emphasise network as an important aspect of work culture 

at HR Consult UK, the emphasis on the network seems to be Linda’s discursive 

sensemaking about her semi-dispersed work environment. This interpretation is 

supported by her construction of her immediate middle managers as trying limit to her 

extensive use of her network in the quote analysed earlier: “They [i.e. Linda’s immediate 

middle managers] have really tried to run it more locally” (Linda, my translation, 189, 

25:21).  

 From the linguistic perspective, prosodic details, such as several phrases with 

high key onset (l. 2, l.5 l. 7, l. 9 and l. 15) and a generally higher pitch range (level of tonal 

variation within each intonation unit) signal both enthusiasm, but also construct the 

network approach Linda has adopted as unusual. Her enthusiasm also seems to be the 

cause of her stuttering pronunciation of the word “in” (l. 8), after which she quickly 

interrupts the propositional phrase (signalled by the prepositional head “in”, l. 8) and 

starts a new phrase: 

Linda: Yes. 1 

^Very \old (.) old, 2 

Yes (.) ^old \friends. (.) 3 

^So ^that’s \kind of what I mean about those networks. (.) 4 

(faster pace)_I mean /I’ve never had it ^that \networked before.  5 

(normal pace]_I mean \where you actually, (.) erm,  6 

[faster pace] /there is ^no \reason why [name of Australian team member] 7 

should be--in--in--in-- 8 

^/she doesn’t work \for [HR Consult]. Erm  9 

[normal pace] _/she definitely \has a good understanding of [HR Consult10 

 product line]  
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and--and \she’s  accredited 11 

\but it definitely wouldn’t have happened at [European Phone]  12 

\that you had gone so far out.  13 

You know erm erm.  14 

^But you do here.15 

 (Linda, my translation, 189, 24:43). 

As a final comment on Linda’s use of relationships for the Soft Tech project, she 

seems aware of her own network value, even arguing that her network at the highest 

management levels of the organisation are part of the reason why Ed, the member of the 

Client Relations Management Team who joined the Soft Tech project, was interested in 

being part of it. Linda constructs the founder of the organisation as a very close relation 

and stated at one point in the interview that her relation with him goes deeper than the 

work relation, and underpins her actions in the organisation. So, although she attaches 

significant intrinsic value and sense of shared identity to her relationship constructions 

in the quotes above, she does not have a naïve notion of the relations she has built 

within her team as purely based on shared identity and mutual engagement. To 

paraphrase Linda’s argument, she sees the others as having their own agendas including 

using Linda to get a closer relation with the top of the UK headquarters, and becoming 

part of the potential future work which they too see for the Soft Tech project. To Linda it 

seems to be fine that they may have these ulterior motives. As mentioned previously she 

herself uses the close relations within the Client Relations Management Team to fulfil 

her needs in her project. 

To conclude on how relationships are used to support the knowledge team 

prototype, as exemplified by Linda, she uses both the dispersed relations in a sub-set of 

the Client Relations Management Team, and a much wider network transcending both 

geographical and organisational boundaries to find colleagues sharing her focus on 

creating situated learning solutions. But unlike the community supported knowledge 

creator, Linda engages other members of these CoPs directly in her project thereby 

building a knowledge team characterised by the ability to use their dispersed network to 

find the necessary abilities and competencies, or knowledge domains. Furthermore, they 

are able to use the trust and TMS within the team to build on the diversity of knowledge 

domains in the team similar to the knowledge teams I argued for in section 2.2.6. 
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 Conclusion: Linda as a knowledge team identity prototype 

In the following, I will answer the three research questions from the perspective of the 

community supported knowledge creator. 

1.a)  How do employees make sense of organisational knowledge at HR Consult? 

Linda’s sensemaking about organisational knowledge centres on a criticism of what she 

term’s “out-of-the-box” solutions, meaning the organisational practice of reapplying 

existing organisational knowledge within different client contexts. Instead her discursive 

sensemaking about organisational knowledge emphasises a process of transforming 

organisational knowledge to situate it within the client’s unique context.  

1.b)  What does this mean for communication of organisational knowledge at  HR 
Consult? 

Her sensemaking about organisational knowledge means that she engages in 

considerable interaction with the client. In terms of Nonaka and Takeuchi’s SECI model, 

this client interaction can be seen as process of socialisation which results in an 

externalisation of a new learning solution, which is then internalised and applied within 

the client organisation in the course of a project life time of several years.24 But Linda’s 

perception of organisational knowledge as a process which should be transformed also 

means that she expresses criticism towards her colleagues at HR Consult  who do not 

share this perception of knowledge. Thereby the different perceptions of what useful 

organisational knowledge is seems to emerge as a conflict between the knowledge 

communication approaches attached to the different perceptions of knowledge. 

2.a)  How can these different sensemaking perceptions of organisational knowledge be 
linked to different prototypical knowledge communication identities at HR 
Consult? 

Linda’s emphasis on knowledge as a process which should be transformed and situated 

within client context seems to emerge as value underlying her practice as an HR Consult 

employee. She seems to build her professional identity around the intrinsic and 

organisational value of her knowledge transformation. This can be seen in her 

description of her knowledge communication practice as more time consuming than the 

reapplication of existing organisational knowledge favoured by her managers. She 

expresses a sense of passion for knowledge transformation through the description of 

                                                        

24 I use “externalisation”, “externalise”, “internalisation” and “internalise” throughout the analysis to refer 
to the knowledge conversion process of the SECI model introduced in chapter 2. 
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her practice as “fun”. But she also constructs the freedom and autonomy as a 

requirement for her ability to perform these knowledge transformations. This autonomy 

is perceived as a value so fundamental to her that she argues it is the reason she is 

willing to stay in the organisation. 

 Linda’s discursive sensemaking about her professional identity also builds a 

significant division in her team between consultants sharing the knowledge creating 

aspect of Linda’s professional identity prototype, and those with a more knowledge 

transfer prototypical identity. She finds meaning in knowing that her time consuming 

knowledge transformations help the client. 

2.b)  How do different prototypes approach communication of organisational 
knowledge? 

Linda involves colleagues in creating the learning solution for Soft Tech. This 

approach to knowledge communication builds on Linda’s self-understanding as a strong 

networker, who is able to find the competencies and abilities she needs for her project 

within her network of trusted weak ties. As in Wenger’s (1998) CoP theory this shared 

practice among the consultants she connects with seems to lead to a sense of shared 

identity, in this case an identity centred on being some of the few people working with 

this level of knowledge construction and application at HR Consult.  

Yet as a contrast to Linda’s team, formed by using her network of like-minded 

colleagues, the division of the Client Relations Management Team into two separate 

CoPs suggests a moderation of Wenger’s CoP theory.  As presented in Wenger’s (1998) 

Cop theory, the characteristics of the Client Relations Management Team might lead us 

to expect that they would form a CoP. These characteristics include, at the surface level 

at least, a shared knowledge domain as consultants delivering HR Consult learning 

programmes to a portfolio of clients. In addition, they have a shared repertoire based on 

these products which they use to describe and classify everything from differences in 

personality types to meeting culture or work processes in terms of the vocabulary from 

the HR Consult product line. But they do not find a shared identity within the Client 

Relations Management Team. Instead the team members seem to have different 

practices attached to different professional identities. And these professional identities 

have different perceptions of what it means to be a good consultant and the type of 

knowledge they find useful in this practice. It seems to be the professional identities 

attached to these individual practices that form the basis for the division into two 

distinct CoPs, rather than CoPs which provide a sense of identity for the consultants. 
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3.a)  How are local and dispersed relationships used to support prototypical knowledge 

communication identities at HR Consult? 

Through her combined use of the more local, albeit dispersed, relationships in 

the Client Relations Management Team, and relationships from her wider network, 

Linda is able to find the competencies she needs to build a team for the Soft Tech project. 

Through her abilities as a networker she seems to be able to find colleagues in her 

network both inside and outside HR Consult who can be seen as being part of the 

knowledge team identity configuration, and who share her passion for transforming 

organisational knowledge to a new, online and dispersed context. It seems to be in these 

dispersed relationships that she finds a social basis for her identity.  

In her descriptions of the team she put together for the Soft Tech project, she 

constructs CoP-like traits for the relations within the team, through her sense of a shared 

professional identity and a practice of transforming HR Consult products to client needs. 

In this respect the team borders on the line between Community of Practice (CoP) and 

team. Wenger (1998) drew this line by arguing that teams have set tasks which they 

work together to solve, while the purpose of a CoP is the shared development of the 

domain, and the meaning and identity which this practice builds for the participants. 

Linda’s autonomously formed knowledge team seems to do both. 

3.b)  What do configurations of prototypical knowledge communication identities mean 

for communication of organisational knowledge at HR Consult? 

The division Linda describes in the Client Relations Management Team suggests 

poor knowledge communication between employees with a knowledge transfer 

prototypical identity, on one hand, and those with either a knowledge team prototypical 

identity or a community supported knowledge creator on the other hand. This lack of 

knowledge communication seems to arise from their different perceptions of what each 

prototype sees as useful organisational knowledge. 

5.4 Conclusion: Findings 

This chapter analysed the characteristics of each of the three prototypes emerging from 

the interviews with employees and managers at HR Consult in Denmark, UK and 

Benelux. The three prototypes identified were the knowledge transfer prototype, the 

community supported knowledge creator, and the knowledge team prototype. Because the 

knowledge transfer prototype seemed more common in the organisation, and seemed to 
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fulfil organisational expectations for how HR Consult employees should approach 

organisational knowledge, I chose to analyse that prototype more superficially by mainly 

providing the conclusions from my analysis.  

 On the other hand, the knowledge team prototype, and the community supported 

knowledge creator represent professional identities which resist the organisational 

(D)iscourse emphasising reapplication of existing HR Consult knowledge within 

different client contexts. I chose to analyse these in more depth using my discursive 

sensemaking methodology, because they can be seen as outliers performing a knowledge 

transformation which could potentially be of value to the organisation. But the 

representatives of the two prototypical identities did not see their own approach as 

being valued by their local work environment. Instead they show the value of the ICT 

mediated network opportunities in a global organisation, and the need for a 

considerable degree of autonomy to decide their own strategy. Due to the work effort 

and passion they put into their work, there seems to be little organisational gain from 

not granting these prototypes what they seem to require. The next chapter of the thesis 

presents the conclusions of these findings by bringing the three prototypes together in a 

discussion of answers to the research questions.  
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Chapter 6: 

Thesis conclusions 

This thesis examined perceptions of knowledge, professional identity and relationships 

as key knowledge communication processes impacting on knowledge communication 

between consultants at HR Consult. The thesis set up three research aims; the 

construction of a multidisciplinary theoretical lens for analysing the interplay of 

perceptions of knowledge, professional identity and relationships; how employees build 

and sustain coherent identities in a semi-dispersed work context. and what professional 

identity configurations mean for the way knowledge is communicated in the 

organisation.  

 The multi-disciplinary lens developed in chapter 2 primarily built a theoretical 

grounding for each of the three knowledge communication processes: knowledge 

(section 2.3), identity (section 2.4) and relationships (section 2.5). Each of these 

constitute academic disciplines in their own right, and no single scholar could hope to 

scratch the surface of each. To situate the study within ICT mediated the semi-dispersed 

work context, the chapter presented the socio-technical perspective on ICT and 

reviewed organisational case studies of knowledge sharing in semi-dispersed teams. In 

addition to these sections focussing on the key theoretical constructs of the thesis, 

chapter 2 presented Weick’s (1995, 2001) sensemaking perspective, which was used to 

reconceptualise each of the other theoretical angles from a sensemaking perspective. 

Finally, chapter 2 situated the discourse analytical approach adopted in the thesis within 

other main approaches to the study of discourse (section 2.6).  

 This conclusion to the thesis will first discuss the analytical process used to 

analyse the data, and the role of discursive sensemaking analysis analysis (section 6.1). 

Section 6.2 then answers the research questions through a summary of the findings, 

thereby bringing the findings on the three prototypes together to discuss what they 

mean for the communication of knowledge at HR Consult. The findings will then be 

discussed in relation to the multi-disciplinary theoretical lens built to analyse the three 

knowledge communication processes (section 6.3). Where the conclusions on the 

findings were structured according to the three research questions, the discussion will 

emphasise the interrelations between them in the discursive sensemaking of the 

participants. This discussion then leads to an examination of the limitations on 
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generalisability of the findings (section 6.4). This forms the basis for further discussion 

of the implications for both the construction and management of teams in semi-

dispersed work contexts (section 6.5). Finally, section 6.6 offers suggestions for further 

research.  

6.1 Discussion of discursive sensemaking analysis 

Due to the extensive theoretical apparatus developed in sections 2.1-2.5, the DA 

approach of the thesis should be seen as mainly a set of tools to operationalise this 

theoretical apparatus through ‘discursive sensemaking analysis’. Therefore section 2.6 

should not be seen as a review of the extensive DA field, but mainly as a justification for 

the assumptions underlying the DA part of the analytical process used to analyse the 

data. The purpose of discursive sensemaking analysis has been to provide depth and 

transparency to the coding and memo process. The coding based on the theoretical 

apparatus summarised in Appendix E should therefore be seen as the main method of 

the thesis. This coding was based on ‘template analysis’ (King, 2012 #6229) which 

combines a theoretical apparatus built on existing theory (see Appendix E) with 

emerging codes. This coding and the analytical memos which reflect on the coding and 

analysis as it proceeded can be seen as the main method for identifying the three 

identity configurations, the knowledge transfer identity configuration, the community 

supported knowledge creator  identity configuration and the knowledge team identity 

configuration.  

 However, the outcomes of the coding process did not reflect the richness of the 

data set, nor did it explain what the identity configurations meant for the knowledge 

communication practices of HR Consult. Therefore, the thesis adopted tools to analyse 

prosody, syntax and semantics and linked this linguistic level analysis to the 

sensemaking level of analysis through Gee’s (2011, 2014) ‘building tasks’. Rather than 

start from the linguistic (micro-) level of the interview statements and use this as basis 

for analysing the sensemaking (macro-) level, the analysis started from the sensemaking 

level and used the linguistic tools to support or contradict the sensemaking level of 

analysis.   
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6.2 Conclusions to findings - perceptions of knowledge, 
professional identity and relationships as descriptors of semi-
dispersed identity configurations 

The research questions will be restated before the conclusions to the findings below. 

Each of these research questions focus on one of the three knowledge communication 

processes: perceptions of knowledge, identity and relationships. I devote a section to the 

key findings within each of the three knowledge communication processes in sections 

6.2-6.4.  But first I’ll argue for why the three processes are interrelated and how they 

help address the challenges to knowledge communication in semi-dispersed work 

environments. 

 The three knowledge communication processes emerged as interrelated 

through the iterative process of initial interviewing and analysis of the first interviews. 

Although my initial focus in the project was on how dispersed teams communicated 

knowledge and the role of trust in that knowledge communication, this initial 

interaction with the data suggested that differences in perception of knowledge seemed 

to emerge as different knowledge communication networks and different types of 

knowledge communicated in those networks. The three knowledge communication 

processes which emerged, perception of knowledge, professional identity and 

relationships are interrelated because, in a professional context, perceptions of 

organisational knowledge become a foundation on which to base the values of a 

professional identity. These values underlie interview participants' professional 

identities, and could be understood as an identity sediment which they brought to the 

changing, more fluent, roles and social identities in different teams and projects. 

 But although their perception of knowledge could be seen as personally held, 

Charles Taylor's argument still holds: “One cannot be a self on one's own” (1989, cited in 

Benwell & Stokoe, 2006, p. 29). Relationships, the focus point of my third research 

question, seemed to form a social basis to support different professional identities which 

thereby emerged as configurations of professional identites with different perceptions 

of knowledge and different uses of relationships to support those identities. In this way 

the three knowledge communication processes, perception of knowledge, identity and 

relationships can be seen as interrelated: professional identities can be seen as centred 

on specific perceptions of knowledge enacted in knowledge communication practices, 

and supported and sustained through organisational relationships. At HR Consult 

different perspectives on these three processes emerged as three identity configurations 
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. An example of the impact of relationships on personal satisfaction and sense of social 

identity can be seen in the discursive sensemaking of Henrik, the community supported 

knowledge creator prototype, analysed in depth in section 5.2. Henrik does not feel his 

work to transform and re-create organisational knowledge for the benefit of the client is 

recognised or understood by neither his colleagues nor his CEO. Although Henrik 

emphasises his autonomy and ability to complete tasks more quickly on his own, he 

states that he keeps his position at HR Consult Denmark because of the meaning and 

sense of recognition for his professional identity which he finds in the internationally 

dispersed community he participates in.   

 Through these three interrelated processes, perception of knowledge, 

professional identity and relationships, the research questions seek to address the 

challenges to knowledge communication in the current semi-dispersed work 

environment. These challenges, identified in case studies from a variety of sectors, 

indicate that lack of shared identity (Espinosa, et al., 2003), lack of trust (Nandhakumar 

& Baskerville, 2006) and lack of knowledge about the abilities of other team members (a 

so called Transactive Memory System or TMS, Wegner, 1986) pose a hindrance for 

knowledge communication in teams. The review also showed that the challenges are not 

mainly due to the mediation of technology because some organisations and teams are 

able to build on the different strengths and abilities of each team member, and 

communicate knowledge effectively over ICT by letting sub-tasks be completed locally 

and combined globally. These teams also exhibit the ability to address differences in 

approaches to tasks, and other interpersonal issues before they evolve into problems in 

the teams. The three knowledge communication processes identified in the project can 

therefore be seen as tools to help organisations and project managers design more 

effective teams. 

 The prototypical professional identities uncovered and analysed in the study 

should not be considered as rigid categories but examples of points of convergence 

within a range of professional identities in the organisation. But the three prototypes did 

not occur in isolation: They could be seen as occurring across the three case sites both 

through participants’ constructions of their own professional identity when describing 

their practices, but also through their constructions of others with whom they either 

identified or opposed when in their interview statements. The three identity 

configurations identified at HR Consult can be seen as emerging through a triangulation 

of interview statements from participants from different identity configurations. The 
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participants described both ingroup and outgroup behaviours of their own identity 

configuration. In this way, each identity configurations was described as ‘ingroup’ by 

some participants while being described as ‘outgroup’ by others. These categorisations 

were not based on direct interview questions constructing ‘ingroup’ and ‘outgroup’ as 

valid forms of categorisation. Rather, participants’ sensemaking perceptions emerged in 

their more positive descriptions of their own knowledge communication practices, while 

contrasting these behaviours with the knowledge communication practices of other 

employees. Through these descriptions and the discursive sensemaking which some 

participants engaged in to justify their practices, the three identity configurations, the 

knowledge transfer identity configuration, the community supported knowledge creator 

identity configuration and the knowledge team identity configuration. Some participants 

could be seen as both representing the core characteristics of each identity 

configuration, and were therefore selected as prototypes of each identity configuration.  

 But the prototypes were also selected on the basis of their willingness to reflect 

on their practices within the context of the interview. This means that the analysis of 

discursive sensemaking can be seen as predicated on a good rapport between 

researcher and participant. For some interviews, this rapport was never established and 

these interviews consisted mainly of descriptions of practices. However, the differences 

in these descriptions of practices still reflected the sensemaking perspectives of the 

participants, and therefore provided an empirical basis for analysing them as similar to 

the practices of one of the identity configurations.  

 Perceptions of knowledge and their impact on knowledge communication 
practices 

Perception of knowledge as a key knowledge communication emerged from interaction 

with the case context rather than from the theory reviewed in chapter 2. The relevance 

of perception of knowledge for knowledge communication practices arose through the 

iterative process of conducting interviews, reflecting on and analysing the data. Because 

the concept seemed important in explaining employee justifications for their 

professional identity and their knowledge communication relations, I chose to change 

my initial research questions to let research question 1 focus on perceptions of 

knowledge and its meaning for knowledge communication. …  

RQ1. Linking perceptions of organisational knowledge to knowledge 
communication practices 

 1.a) How do employees make sense of organisational knowledge at HR Consult? 
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 1.b) What does this mean for communication of organisational knowledge at  
HR Consult? 

The findings indicate two main tendencies in perceptions of knowledge at HR 

Consult: a knowledge transfer approach and a knowledge creation approach. At HR 

Consult the two approaches or perceptions of knowledge tended to be polarised, and 

therefore seemed to have considerable implications for knowledge communication 

practices at HR Consult. The discursive sensemaking of employees sharing the 

knowledge transfer perception of knowledge tended to have a high respect for HR 

Consult knowledge. They perceived organisational knowledge as encoded into the tried 

and tested organisational knowledge products, such as PowerPoints, exercises and 

workshop materials. From this perspective of knowledge, the main role of the consultant 

in communicating organisational knowledge seemed to be to make sure that client 

understood and applied the knowledge as intended by HR Consult. For some 

consultants, such as Dorthe at HR Consult Denmark, this still meant considerable 

interaction with the client organisation to follow-up and make sure that the 

development programme was applied. But to others, such as the knowledge transfer 

prototypes identified at HR Consult UK, this perception of knowledge meant a high focus 

on selling standardised HR Consult licences (known as accreditations) to clients 

combined with selling standardised, computer generated personality profiles to all 

client staff, thereby ensuring maximum profit at little expense to HR Consult UK. Client 

practitioners with such licenses would then be left with the responsibility for applying 

HR Consult training and development within their own company. 

The perception of knowledge adopted by Henrik, exemplifying the community 

supported knowledge creator, and by Linda, exemplifying the knowledge team prototype, 

differs from the knowledge transfer prototype by seeing organisational knowledge as a 

process in ongoing transformation. This perception of knowledge means that 

organisational knowledge is used as ideas which form the basis for their time-

consuming work to understand client challenges and to integrate client knowledge with 

HR Consult knowledge.  

This difference in perceptions of knowledge has two implications for knowledge 

communication at HR Consult. First, employees with different perceptions of the same 

knowledge products seem to have no incentive to communicate knowledge with each 

other. In fact, both Henrik and Linda express frustration that their colleagues and 
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managers do not understand what they are doing and are not willing to commit to 

similar time-consuming knowledge creation.  

Using the vocabulary from Nonaka and Takeuchi’s (1995) SECI model, the 

knowledge transfer prototype can thus be seen as mainly internalising and externalising 

existing, codified knowledge, while the community supported knowledge creator and the 

knowledge team prototype engage in completing a full SECI spiral of knowledge creation. 

The community supported knowledge creator does not involve colleagues in this work, 

while the knowledge team prototype uses their dispersed global network within and 

beyond the organisation to build knowledge teams with the ability to leverage the 

diversity of knowledge expertise within and beyond the team. 

 Professional identity prototypes and their impact on knowledge 
communication practices 

Research question 2 also emerged through interaction with case context in the early 

iterative states of interviewing, reflection and analysis. As a theoretical concept, identity 

was included in my initial coding structure (see Appendix E), because of the building 

task (Gee, 2011, 2014) of the same name. But the importance of configurations of 

professional identities for knowledge communication only emerged through interaction 

with the case context in the early stages of the project. As analysis and interviewing 

progressed, three distinct configurations of professional identities emerged, and at the 

end of the coding process, I selected three participants as prototypical examples of these 

three. Time constraints forced me to focus my detailed discursive sensemaking analysis 

on the two professional identity prototypes which seemed to stand out both in their 

opposition to the more mainstream identity, the knowledge transfer professional 

identity and in their opposition to organisational (D)iscourses embedded in 

organisational practices and documents on the corporate intranet. Research question 2 

thus focuses on prototypical professional identities: 

RQ2. Prototypical identities based on knowledge practice and their link to 
knowledge communication practice 

 2.a) How can these different sensemaking perceptions of organisational 

knowledge be linked to different prototypical professional identities at HR 

Consult? 

 2.b) How do different prototypes approach communication of organisational 

knowledge? 
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Professional identities emerged based on the different perceptions of 

organisational knowledge. This may not seem surprising given that in a professional 

context where the product is knowledge which is then sold on to clients in the form of 

individual, team, sales and leadership development and training. What surprised me was 

how strongly values-based the consultants seemed to be in their very different 

perceptions of organisational knowledge. These differences emerged mainly between 

the knowledge transfer prototype on one hand, and the community supported knowledge 

creator on the other.  

The knowledge transfer prototype, Dorthe, at HR Consult Denmark, built her 

professional identity on respect for HR Consult knowledge products and the highly 

detailed and codified instructions for how to implement them. This meant that 

knowledge communication centred on exchanging highly codified information about 

how to implement a solution, and in international projects this approach meant that 

project communication was limited to communication between the project coordinator 

and the individual consultant. Therefore, the consultants in her project did not 

experience working together, and did not build a sense of the different competencies 

within the team (i.e. a Transactive Memory System, TMS).  

The community supported knowledge creator, exemplified by Henrik in the 

analysis in section 5.2, was a rare professional identity at HR Consult. Another 

participant in the UK, John, constructed a professional identity based on similar values, 

and both Henrik and John identified a few colleagues who shared a similar professional 

identity. Henrik centred his identity on the value of a time-consuming process of 

transforming HR Consult knowledge in interaction with the client, thereby building what 

Lave and Wenger (1991) describe as situated learning. He worked with a high level of 

autonomy granted to him due to his ability to generate more revenue when satisfied 

clients returned for more. Looking down on his local colleagues, such as Dorthe, due to 

their unwillingness to engage in the knowledge creation, Henrik preferred to perform 

his knowledge transformation without involving colleagues. The community supported 

knowledge creator thus seems to find it difficult to communicate knowledge with the 

knowledge transfer prototype, because they disagree on the nature of useful knowledge, 

and the preference for working alone means that the value of their knowledge creation 

becomes difficult to leverage at an organisational level without support from colleagues 

and managers recognising the potential value of knowledge creation at all levels of the 

organisation. 
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The knowledge team prototype, exemplified by Linda, also engaged in 

transforming HR Consult’s knowledge to apply and situate it within different client 

contexts. Like Henrik, she justifies her client-centred approach with reference to further 

revenue generated when satisfied clients return for more. But unlike the community 

supported knowledge creator, Linda recognises the limits of her own expertise, and 

engages in interaction with colleagues to undertake this knowledge transformation 

collaboratively as a knowledge team. Due to the lack of knowledge creators in her local 

environment, Linda's abilities as a networker are used to identify consultants within and 

beyond HR Consult with the abilities needed for the project. She thereby builds a 

knowledge team characterised by their ability to build on reciprocal trust and knowledge 

of the different abilities within the team, i.e. a strong TMS. 

 Relationships and their impact on knowledge communication practices 

Like identities, relationships constitute one of the seven building tasks of language 

identified by Gee (2011, 2014). Wenger's Communities of Practice (CoP) theory (1998) 

also emphasises the importance of relationships and communication. But where Gee 

focuses on relationships as a discursive construction, Wenger emphasises relationships 

within Communites of Practice (CoP) as the core of human making of meaning and sense 

of identity. Similarly, in the analyses of interview data, relationships were, on one hand, 

a linguistic or discursive construction of the participants’ perception of others, and these 

discursive constructions were used as a basis against which to construct personal 

identity and identities of others. But on the other hand, the relationships constructed 

were used to justify the participants' discursive sensemaking about their knowledge 

communication practice, and as a source of finding meaning in their work as consultants 

at HR Consult. Therefore, based on the iterative processes of interaction with the case 

site, reflection about the interaction, and analysis of the interviews and organisational 

documents lead to the formulation of my third research question: 

3. Linking relationship constructions to knowledge communication 

practices 

 3.a) How are local and dispersed relationships used to support prototypical 

identities at HR Consult? 

 3.b) What do configurations of prototypical identities mean for communication 

of organisational knowledge at HR Consult? 
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Because knowledge for Dorthe, as an example of a knowledge transfer prototype, 

was already constructed and codified by HR Consult R&D, she seemed to find little 

meaning in building relationships around communication of knowledge built through 

her work as consultant. For the knowledge transfer prototype exemplified by Dorthe, 

emphasis was put on relationships where she felt a level of emotional connection, which 

can best be described using McAllister's (1995) concept affect-based trust. The effect of 

this approach to relationships can be seen in the division in the UK Client Relations 

Management Team, where the knowledge transfer prototypes do not seem to engage in 

relationships with consultants such as Linda and John, who do actually find meaning in 

building relationships based on communication of their knowledge creations, and in 

exchanging ideas and new applications of HR Consult knowledge. 

For Henrik in particular, the polarisation of professional identities into separate 

CoPs in the organisation emerged as a significant finding. Henrik argues that his 

participation in a globally dispersed CoP of consultants who share his identity as 

knowledge creator provides meaning for him to the extent that he states that the 

community is the reason he stays at HR Consult Denmark. At HR Consult Denmark he 

does not feel that his time-consuming knowledge transformation is acknowledged and 

leveraged by neither colleagues nor managers.  

Linda, as an example of a knowledge team prototype, expresses a similar 

frustration that neither her colleagues nor her managers seem interested in lifting the 

knowledge she has created with her globally dispersed knowledge team. Her 

construction of the team shows how trusted weak ties and chance meetings can be used 

to establish strong knowledge communication relations between colleagues with similar 

professional identities. Despite being dispersed across three continents, the team 

demonstrates an ability to use a strong knowledge of the different areas of expertise, i.e. 

a strong TMS, to leverage the different strengths of each team member thereby 

collectively creating a solution tailored to the client's needs.  

To sum up, the findings demonstrate the interconnection of perceptions of 

knowledge and configurations of professional identities which were supported in 

configurations of relationships in more or less siloed CoPs at HR Consult. The case is not 

necessarily representative in this respect, but as a critical case, it demonstrates that 

despite an organisational culture building a (D)iscourse which seems to value a 

knowledge transfer approach to knowledge communication, professional identities 

emerge resisting this (D)iscourse. These identities seem to be centred on different 
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perceptions of what useful knowledge is in their work as consultant. Because of the 

availability of ICT (Information and Communication Technology), employees with 

professional identities resisting organisational (D)iscourse show the ability to build 

dispersed networks and CoPs which may even, as in Linda's case, transcend 

organisational boundaries. 

6.3 Discussion of findings in the light of the multi-disciplinary 
literature review 

The multidisciplinary literature review presented in chapter 2 served as the basis for the 

coding used in the initial stages of data analysis to code and analyse the data. In this 

section, this process is reversed to discuss how the data in some cases supports and in 

some cases extends those theories. The section will discuss the theories by discussing 

Linda’s ‘knowledge team’ as characterising the three traits of effective semi-dispersed 

teams identified in section 2.2.5 of the literature review. These traits were argued to be a 

shared sensemaking perspective (discussed in section 6.3.2), a strong TMS (discussed in 

section 6.3.3) and a changing management style (discussed in section 6.3.4). Each of 

these sections discuss the interrelations of perception of knowledge, identity and 

relationships and brings theories from chapter 2 into play in the discussion of Linda’s 

knowledge team.  

The discussion then uses the multidisciplinary theoretical lens to discuss 

similarities between the community supported knowledge creator prototype, Henrik, and 

the knowledge team prototype, Linda. The purpose is to address their shared knowledge 

creating identity traits as occurring in two different identity configurations, and in two 

different local organisational contexts of HR Consult. By discussing these findings in 

relation to similar findings from other organisational contexts, the discussion aims to 

raise awareness of the potentially innovative and disruptive nature of these identity 

configurations. They can be seen as ‘innovative’ because they create new knowledge, 

which could potentially benefit their organisations if they are able to leverage the 

insights to different client contexts. But they can also be seen as ‘disruptive’, because 

they question existing practices and perceptions in the organisation and are willing to 

fight for their own sensemaking perspectives. The latter tendency towards disruption 

can, however, also be seen as a driver of innovation. This role of opposition to 

organisational (D)iscourse will be discussed in section 6.3.6. Section 6.3.7 goes deeper 

into a discussion of the mechanisms of the relationships which both Linda and Henrik 
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use as social basis for maintaining their professional identities. It seems to be through 

these relationships with employees sharing similar identities that Linda and Henrik can 

be seen as part of larger identity configurations in the organisation. Finally, section 6.3.8 

discusses the identity configurations as founded on different perceptions of knowledge 

and perpetuated through the knowledge communication practices associated with this 

perception of knowledge. 

 

But before moving to the discussion, a brief note on the role of technology in the 

semi-dispersed work context. From the outset the thesis has argued that technology, in 

the form of ICTs, would not be addressed as a separate construct, but as embedded in 

the sensemaking perspective adopted in the thesis. Therefore, technology has been 

addressed in the analyses only to the extent that participants’ interview accounts about 

their semi-dispersed work context addressed ICTs specifically in their (d)iscourse. All 

participants in the study, regardless of the identity configuration they could be seen as 

identifying with, showed a strong awareness of how different ICTs were useful for 

different purposes. They used the phone for quickly resolving very specific issues, or if 

something required a lengthy written description which might be simpler if resolved 

orally and synchronously. But if feedback on a task or subtask was required, 

asynchronous media were preferred because of the time this grants for reflection. This 

strategic use of different ICTs for different purposes supports findings from Al-Ani, et al. 

(2011) and Assudani (2011) where employees saw technologies as a natural part of 

their everyday practices, and demonstrated awareness of the different uses of different 

ICTs. Several respondents used video calling software such as Skype, but none of the 

participants stated doing so because of the visual communication cues provided by the 

video. Rather they used Skype because it was cheaper. This contradicts one of the basic 

assumptions of Media Richness Theory (see section 2.2.1) by suggesting that ICTs 

allowing visual communication cues necessarily offer richer communication from the 

perspective of the user.  

 The interrelations of perception of knowledge, identity and relationships in 
knowledge communication within semi-dispersed work contexts  

Linda’s ‘knowledge team’ can be seen as exhibiting the traits of the effective semi-

dispersed teams from previous case studies (reviewed in section 2.2.5), and of the 

‘knowledge teams’ described in section 2.2.6. These can be seen as consisting of a shared 



 

298 

sensemaking perspective, a strong awareness of who-knows-what in the team (i.e. a 

strong TMS), and a leadership style which, in addition to communication about how to 

solve the tasks at hand, facilitates communication about the roles of each team 

member’s knowledge domain in the project. Each of these characteristics will be 

discussed in the following paragraphs by reference to the relevant aspects of the 

multidisciplinary theoretical lens built in chapter 2. 

 A shared sensemaking perspective on ICT and knowledge ‘usefulness’ in a 
semi-dispersed knowledge team  

 In terms of a shared sensemaking perspective, Linda’s team can be seen as building an 

attitude of willingness to go where others have not gone before. Linda herself describes 

the team as risk takers (see section 5.3.4). The specific project involves providing a 

custom designed HR Consult training programme on an online platform to a dispersed 

software developer. Linda, and the team members she takes on board in the project, 

make sense of ICTs as media which require different approaches to interaction with the 

client in a virtual setting, As argued by Spinuzzi’s (2004), the ‘mental model’ of the team 

can be seen as changed due to the impact of technology; they no longer see the 

dispersion of the client organisation as a hindrance for ensuring interaction between the 

participants in the workshops or for communicating the complex knowledge encoded in 

HR Consult products on this online platform. But because the impact of ICT on users 

‘mental models’ depends on the sensemaking of the user (as argued in section 2.2.1), 

different configurations of professional identity have different perceptions of how ICT 

can and should be used in the consultants’ work context. ICTs can thus be seen as an 

aspect of what Van Dijk (2005) has termed the ‘context’ model to describe the subjective 

‘mental model’ of the context which is used as a basis for (d)iscursive action. Similarly, 

Weick’s sensemaking model describes the selective interpretation of contexts on the 

basis of existing understandings. Perhaps because of this difference in sensemaking 

perspectives among HR Consult employees, several of Linda’s colleagues decline 

participating in her project. Through the notion of ‘mental models’ as underlying 

(d)iscursive choices, Van Dijk (2005) re-introduces the cognitive and psychological 

element which, according to  (Chilton, 2005) is lacking in both CDA, and in more 

linguistically oriented DA approaches. Linda’s statements about her closest colleagues’ 

unwillingness to commit to her project can be seen as her interpretation of the 

differences in ‘mental models’ or ‘sensemaking’ which are ‘enacted’ on the given context. 

This differences between the (cognitive) sensemaking perspectives can therefore be 
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seen as emerging in the (d)iscursive interaction between the colleagues. Linda’s 

discursive enactment of her perspective can thus be seen as interrupting status quo in 

the organisation. Thereby the (d)iscursive enactment in the form of talking about her 

project and trying to recruit colleagues to join causes a change in the ‘ecology’ of the 

consultants. Colleagues who can be seen as being in the knowledge transfer identity 

configuration make sense of this change by aligning it with their own ‘context model’ 

which tells them that such a project is too radical.  

 Linda is aware that the project for SoftTech will mean committing herself to a 

time consuming knowledge creation project involving a full SECI cycle to build new 

organisational knowledge. But from her sensemaking perspective, this knowledge 

creation to situate HR Consult knowledge within the client context is what makes the 

project interesting. This case can therefore also be seen as demonstrating how 

‘perceptions of knowledge’, a key phrase in RQ1, can be seen as central to professional 

identities. The perception of knowledge can from Linda’s case be seen as functioning, on 

the one hand, as a guide for action almost compelling Linda to proceed with her project 

despite rejection from colleagues with different perceptions of knowledge. On the other 

hand, Linda’s colleagues’ perception of knowledge can be seen as a filter guiding their 

decision to reject participating in her project. To sum up on the shared sensemaking 

perspective in a semi-dispersed team, part of the success of the team can be seen as 

grounded in the team’s shared sensemaking perspective, i.e. a shared ‘context model’. 

This required meta-communication about the mental models and values underlying the 

willingness to create new knowledge. Meta-communication about sensemaking 

perspectives on organisational knowledge practices can thus be seen as a step towards 

building a shared team identity based on a joint sensemaking process about perceptions 

of knowledge in the team. This shared perception of knowledge seems to have been just 

as important for Linda as the more formal abilities of the consultants she recruited for 

the semi-dispersed team.  

 Autonomy and TMS (knowing-who-knows-what) as a tool for building 
effective division of labour in a semi-dispersed knowledge team 

As the second characteristic of the high performing semi-dispersed teams described in 

section 2.2.5, Linda’s team can be seen as building a strong TMS from the outset by 

seeking specific knowledge domains needed for the project. For example, the ‘technical 

host’, who built and supported the technical solution for conducting online workshops 

was brought to the team precisely for his specialised knowledge domain. During the 
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project, the frequent communication between team members, combining 

communication about tasks and meta-communication about the specific knowledge 

domains which each member took responsibility for seems to have built a strong TMS in 

the team. Linda describes how this allowed the team to focus on their own tasks, thereby 

providing case based evidence for Hollingshead and Brandon’s (2003) experiment 

showing increased efficiency in teams with explicit TMS knowledge about who took 

responsibility for which knowledge domain.  

 Linda’s ‘knowledge team’ can be seen as using the strong reciprocal trust and 

TMS in the team to overcome the challenge of slow sharing of complex knowledge via 

ICTs as identified by Hansen (1999, see section 2.2.3). In section 2.2.3, the thesis 

proposed that this challenge could be overcome by letting complex knowledge work on 

subparts of a project be conducted locally by experts within a specific knowledge 

domain, and then use ICTs to coordinate the work and combine the more explicit and 

codified outcomes of this knowledge work. Linda’s team can be seen as an example of 

such a division of labour among experts within different knowledge domains; although 

Linda and Susan are both consultants hired by HR Consult and they share the knowledge 

domain of the HR Consult product line and the specific solution designed for Soft Tech, 

Linda shows a deep awareness of their different roles within the team. She takes 

responsibility for the design of the solution, but is aware of the need to stay close in 

touch with Soft Tech and her other clients. Because Linda deals with the client, Susan is 

able to put full focus into preparing herself for the workshop presentations for the 

client; a preparation which Linda states requires full focus for several days before the 

online workshop. Their so-called ‘technical host’ on the other hand, can put full focus on 

designing the technical solution which allows a virtual plenum for the initial 

presentation, followed by so-called ‘break-out’ rooms for smaller group interactions 

which Linda, Susan and the Australian consultant are able to participate in selectively in 

real-time. The ICTs used to coordinate and combine the work of each team member 

includes several different technologies combining of synchronous (such as telephone 

and video conferencing) and asynchronous media (such as emails and intranets).  

  The semi-dispersed context as changing the role of leadership 

Thirdly, the effective semi-dispersed teams examined by Al-Ani, et al. (2011); Assudani 

(2011) and (Scott, 2013) showed evidence of a leadership allowing construction of a 

strong TMS by facilitating meta-communication about the different knowledge domains 



 

301 

in the team, and how each knowledge domain contributes differently to the success of 

the team. This form of leadership can be seen as similar to the leadership described as 

‘stewardship’ (Wenger, et al., 2002) in organisational CoPs (see section 2.3.7), 

suggesting that leadership of semi-dispersed knowledge teams can be seen as more 

similar to leadership of organisational CoPs than to leadership of traditional teams. The 

difference can be seen in a reduced focus on controlling tasks and an increased focus on 

valuing the specialised and autonomous contribution of each team member. This change 

in the role of leadership may not be a consequence of dispersion or the mediation of 

technology, but could be a result of the tendency for semi-dispersed teams to have a 

high degree of knowledge domain specialisation from each team member.  

Linda’s ‘knowledge team’ can be seen as exhibiting this form of leadership. 

Firstly, her team shows the efficiency of a team where the employees have had a strong 

influence on which competencies and mental models should be part of the team. From 

her descriptions of the managers higher in the organisational hierarchy this appears to 

have been more a case of Linda taking matters into her own hands than an intentional 

strategy by HR Consult management. But her case supports the argument from section 

2.2.6 of the thesis suggesting that a high level of autonomous self-management for 

‘knowledge teams’ could be important for their success. In that section, this form of 

management was argued to be similar to the concept ‘stewardship’ used by Wenger, et 

al. (2002) to describe a form a supportive role for management respecting employees’ 

own desire to develop their knowledge domains and the practices associated with them. 

 Discussion of the similarities between the community supported 
knowledge creator identity prototype and knowledge team identity 
prototype 

The dispersed strategic community which Henrik participates in also demonstrates how 

a shared identity centred on a specific perception of knowledge can form the basis for 

CoP relationships despite the dispersion of the community. Another similarity with 

Linda’s case can be seen in the existence of personal professional identity prior to the 

formation of communities with likeminded colleagues. However, Henrik states that he 

has not met the community face-to-face, because he had to prioritise his local 

commitments to his clients and projects over the bi-annual global face-to-face meetings 

with the community. Despite this lack of face-to-face interaction, he maintains that he 

sees the community as an important motivation for staying in the organisation. This 

demonstrates both the deep sense of meaning which dispersed ICT relationships can 
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provide, as well as the deep sense of meaning provided by knowledge communication 

relations with employees sharing perceptions of professional knowledge. 

 Linda and Henrik, as prototypes of two different identity configurations, also 

seem to share their need for others in the organisation to benefit from their knowledge 

creations. But within the specific organisational context of HR Consult this seems 

difficult to achieve. Both Linda and Henrik are critical of what they see as HR Consult’s 

inability to learn from the knowledge developed for their projects. This suggests that the 

organisation has an organisational learning challenge, especially because the two 

consultants are embedded in two different local contexts of the organisation. A key 

contribution of the thesis can thus be seen as developing a method to identify innovative 

knowledge creators in different parts of the organisation, thereby allowing the 

organisation to start benefitting from their knowledge creations. The establishment of 

the ‘strategic community’ which Henrik is part of can be seen as a step in the right 

direction, but both Henrik and Linda, who can be seen as potential knowledge 

innovators, feel that their knowledge creation approach is opposed by their immediate 

managers.  

This perceived lack of ability to leverage learning from their projects can be 

seen as a reversal of the causality of knowledge hoarding. Knowledge hoarding was 

briefly addressed as a challenge for semi-dispersed teams with low levels of mutual 

understanding and trust (see section 2.2.4). At HR Consult knowledge hoarding seems to 

arise out of conflicts between different perceptions of knowledge. The differences mean 

that employees do not see the knowledge of other identity configurations as useful 

within their own contexts. At HR Consult Denmark, this can be seen in the Henrik’s 

frustration that he cannot engage colleagues in designing new PowerPoint presentations 

for clients instead of using the predesigned packages from HQ. This frustration seems to 

be reflected in his storing of the codified end products of his knowledge creation process 

on the server at HR Consult Denmark, leaving it up to colleagues to interpret the tacit 

presuppositions of that codified knowledge with no access to his experience with the 

process of designing tailored client solutions.   

 In Linda’s semi-dispersed work context, the inability of identity configurations 

within the CRM team to communicate knowledge with each other can also be seen as a 

case of knowledge hoarding within subdivisions of the team. But as in Henrik’s case, the 

hoarding of knowledge seems to be caused by a lack of respect for the others’ 
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perceptions of knowledge. The findings suggest a need for organisations to become 

aware of the impact of differences in perceptions of knowledge on both knowledge 

communication practices and professional identity formations. The CRM team at HR 

Consult UK can be seen as a case of what Piri, et al. (2012) term ‘negative sensemaking’. 

The existence of sub-communities within the team leads to disrespect and lack of 

communication between the sub-communities, because they do not seem to find the 

perception of knowledge of the other sub-community useful. This finding can also be 

seen as supporting the finding from McNair and Paretti (2010, see section 2.2.4) where 

ICTs are used to enforce the divisions in a globally distributed team, and where each 

subdivision of the team is unable to value the contributions of the other. 

Both Linda and Henrik state that they wish their colleagues would be more 

interested in their situated knowledge creations and situate them within other client 

contexts, thereby being beneficial to more organisations and generating more revenue 

for HR Consult. In this case, it seems that knowledge is hoarded not out of unwillingness 

to communicate the knowledge to others, but out of unwillingness of those others 

(colleagues and managers) to accept that knowledge as valid or useful, because they 

belong to a different (epistemic) community, i.e. the community which was termed the 

knowledge transfer identity prototype in this thesis. 

The knowledge team identity prototype and the community supported knowledge 

creator prototype can also be seen as sharing a sensemaking justification for their, in the 

organisational context, unorthodox behaviour. This justification is grounded in the focus 

on customer satisfaction, expressed, firstly, by the client directly to Linda and Henrik 

and, secondly, expressed through the placement of further orders with HR Consult. 

These justifications for a client-centred knowledge creating enterprise in semi-dispersed 

work context can be seen as reflected in the virtual team studied by Armstrong and 

Peter (2002, see section 2.2.6 of this thesis). The similarities include firstly the high 

focus on knowledge transformation to achieve client satisfaction. Secondly, a high level 

of autonomy, partly made possible by the physical absence of managers in the specific 

semi-dispersed work contexts of these cases. Thirdly, the willingness to stretch and 

bend the strategies and practices which are seen by the employees as typical of their 

organisations. Strategies and practices in an organisation can be seen as forming an 

organisational (D)iscourse calling (‘interpellating’ in Harré’s, 2005, terminology) 

employees to perform specific identity roles in specific ways. The community supported 

knowledge creator prototype and the knowledge team prototype can be seen as 
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questioning these practices not out of lack of loyalty to the organisation, but because, as 

stated explicitly by both Henrik and Linda, they believe that their perception of 

knowledge and the knowledge communication practices would benefit the organisation 

more. 

 The autonomy which both Linda and Henrik describe as important to their 

knowledge creation work can also be seen in knowledge theory as a prerequisite for 

effective knowledge creation. Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) identify employee autonomy 

as a key characteristic of the knowledge creating organisations they examine, and 

Wenger, et al. (2002) identify a similar need for autonomy to motivate knowledge 

communication in CoP relations. 

These knowledge transforming teams and communities also demonstrate the 

fundamental insight of the socio-technical theory presented in section 2.2.1. They 

appropriate technologies as instruments for their own purposes. These purposes are 

guided by their sensemaking building of professional identities as someone willing to go 

the extra mile for their clients, and to do so in spite of the expectations, the normal 

practices, and the official strategies of the organisations they are employed in. Although 

Armstrong and Peter (2002) comment that such teams and employees are rare, just as 

was observed at HR Consult, their existence across several cases suggests that the 

identity configurations identified in the study may be generalisable to other 

organisational contexts. If so, organisations need to find tools, such as the discursive 

sensemaking approach combined with the multi-theoretical lens developed in this 

thesis, to identify these identity configurations. Doing so may help identify knowledge 

leaders in the organisation who are willing to question status quo, develop new business 

processes and practices, thereby becoming drivers of innovation in the organisation. Not 

identifying them may mean that their innovations never seem to benefit the wider 

organisation, and that teams and communities in the organisation become divided along 

the identity configuration lines described at HR Consult. 

Both Linda, as prototype of the knowledge team identity configuration, and 

Henrik, as prototype of the community supported knowledge creator identity 

configuration, argue that their personal satisfaction from the work as consultants arises 

from the combination of, firstly, the autonomy to pursue their autonomous knowledge 

creation and, secondly, the relationships with other employees who share their 

perception of knowledge. As found by Faraj and Yan (2009), the efficiency of a dispersed 

or semi-dispersed team correlates with the team’s ability to build a strong TMS both 
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within the team and beyond the team in the co-located settings of each of the dispersed 

team members. Strong TMS capabilities, including both knowledge of who-knows-what 

and the ability to use that knowledge to ask for help from the right people, and to keep 

track of own and others’ areas of responsibility, i.e. the different ‘knowledge domain’ of 

each team member. This trait also allows Linda’s team to find the right capabilities in the 

wider organisation, and include this specific knowledge expertise to complete the 

project to a high level of client satisfaction.  

The identification of professional identity as founded on specific perceptions of 

knowledge supports the main argument of section 2.3 that knowledge can be seen as a 

process which can, because of the (inter)subjective nature of sensemaking and of 

‘mental models’ take different forms and have different tacit presuppositions for 

different groups and individuals. Tacit presuppositions implied by more codified forms 

of knowledge can be seen as causing misunderstandings if two identity configurations 

accessing the same knowledge do not agree on the more tacit and implied 

presuppositions, as seen in the miscommunication of Indian and Finnish software 

developers in the case studied by Lehtonen and Kampf (2014, see section 2.2.3 of the 

thesis). Because different knowledge processes and presuppositions can be seen as 

useful to different practices and communities, this argument can be seen as having a 

strong basis in Weick’s (1995, 2001) theory of sensemaking. Perceptions of usefulness as 

an aspect of knowledge can thus be seen as based both on the ‘retention’ of the 

sensemaker and on the specific ‘changing ecology’ (or ‘context’) of which sense is being 

made. 

 Identity configurations in opposition to organisational (D)iscourse 

The findings from this thesis suggests the semi-dispersed work context allows 

employees, such as the community supported knowledge creator identity configuration 

and the knowledge team identity configuration at HR Consult, to refuse the identity call 

of their organisations and their immediate colleagues in the organisational structure. 

These findings contradict more social constructionist theories such as the 

‘interpellation’ theory of social identity. The theory was presented in section 2.4, but will 

be briefly presented here. According to Harré (2005) and Husserl on whose Harré bases 

his argument, subjects are interpellated (‘called’) into the performance of specific 

identities in specific contexts, based both on the social contexts and the explicit or 

implied expectations of other actors within that context. But in the case of HR Consult 

the theory only seems to fit the knowledge transfer identity configuration, whereas the 
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community supported knowledge creator and the knowledge team identity configuration 

maintain professional identities which oppose the organisational interpellation for them 

to comply to organisational strategy and management expectations. They do so 

knowing, as made explicit by both Henrik and Linda, that the practices (roughly 

equivalent to ‘enactments’ in Weick, 1995, see section 2.1, and ‘reifications’ in Wenger, 

1998, see section 2.3.7) associated with their professional identities are condoned by 

their managers not for their cost-efficiency or their compliance with organisational 

strategy, but because their knowledge transformations achieve a high level of client 

satisfaction which lead to further orders from the clients, both within the local context 

and the global context of the client organisation’s presence in other countries. 

 In order to maintain a social foundation for these identities Henrik, as prototype 

of the community supported knowledge creator, and Linda, as prototype of the knowledge 

team identity configuration, build, firstly, on the sensemaking justification of client 

satisfaction, and secondly on their relationships with employees sharing their 

professional identities. With regard to the first, they are confirmed in this sensemaking 

process when the enactments within the client context changes the ‘ecology’ (or 

‘context’) into a situation where the client rolls the solution out on a global level. This 

change in the ecology generates more revenue for both their own local HR Consult office, 

because they are owners of the solution and for HR Consult HQ, because they are the 

license holders, and get a percentage of all sales of solutions based on HR Consult 

products. Finally, the global roll-out of their projects generates more revenue for each of 

the local offices in other countries, who gain orders for rolling out the solution in the 

local offices of the client organisation. But most importantly for Henrik and Linda as 

prototypes of these two identity configurations: the client with whom they interact on a 

daily or weekly basis show their appreciation with the knowledge transformations 

which form the core of the solution. So client satisfaction seems to be the primary social 

foundation for the knowledge creating identities which Henrik and Linda maintain.  

 The second social foundation for their knowledge creating identities can be seen 

as based in their relations with employees sharing their perception of knowledge and 

the knowledge communication practices associated with it. Both Henrik and Linda 

emphasise the importance of these relationships as motivation for staying in the 

organisation in spite of their managers lack of appreciation for their knowledge 

creations. Because neither Henrik nor Linda are co-located with employees who can be 

seen as sharing their perception of knowledge, they appropriate ICTs as a means to build 
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and maintain relationships with likeminded colleagues. Through these relationships, 

they both state they find a sense of meaning and purpose in their professional life. These 

semi-dispersed relationships can be seen as a basis for a coherent sense of professional 

identity across their multi-team and multi-project commitments. The next section 

discusses how these relationships can be analysed as building on awareness of the 

different advantages of weak and strong ties (see section 2.5.1), building on trust as a 

mediator of knowledge communication (see section 2.5.2), and building on TMS as a 

means for dividing labour between knowledge domain experts.  

 The meaning of relationships with colleagues sharing perceptions of 
knowledge 

This section shifts the discussion towards the relationship theories presented in section 

2.5 showing the interrelation of TMS, trust and the role of weak and strong ties. A high 

level of trust in Linda’s ‘knowledge team’ is evidenced in the team’s combination of a 

TMS allowing a clear division of labour and team roles with a high level of autonomy in 

how to fulfil those roles. This trust can, using McAllister’s (1995) term be described as 

‘cognition-based’ in that a strong TMS consists of knowledge about the abilities of other 

team members. This mutual knowledge can be seen as basis for cognitive (sensemaking) 

beliefs about the future behaviour of other team members. But the relation can also be 

seen as ‘affect-based’ in that the team members have a sense of identification based on 

their mutual perception of knowledge. Linda’s knowledge team can be analysed using 

the three trust beliefs of Mayer et al. (1995, see section 2.5.2), the shared commitment to 

the team’s knowledge creation mindset can be seen as forming mutual ‘benevolence’ 

beliefs; the ‘mutual engagement’ in a project which others have rejected builds a belief 

that all team members are working towards the same goal and will therefore support 

each other in succeeding. The building of the TMS through meta-communication about 

the areas of responsibilities can be seen as building trust in the ‘abilities’ of other team 

members. But a form of what could be termed ‘referred trust’ can also be seen in the 

selection of team members, because new members are brought in because (using 

Linda’s own words) “people know someone who knows someone” (Linda, my 

translation, 153, 19:10).  

Linda and Henrik appropriate organisational ICTs to build and sustain 

relationships with employees by sharing their knowledge creating practice even if these 

employees can be seen as weak ties (Granotter’s term, 1973) because they are only 

known from their reputation in the organisation. Perhaps because of the affect-based 
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trust (McAllister 1995) towards colleagues with similar perceptions of knowledge, these 

employees seem to be able to quickly build strong ties (Granotter’s term, 1973). One 

example of this can be seen in Linda’s description of her chance meeting with Susan 

when Susan happened to be at an organisational event where Linda was present. Linda 

describes their relation as built on a similar professional identity as consultants with a 

client centred, knowledge creating approach to the job as consultants for HR Consult. 

The semi-dispersed relation between them (i.e. dispersed most of the time with 

irregular face to face meetings, but frequent online interaction) can be seen as 

supporting Walther’s finding (1996) that strong relationships can be maintained using 

ICTs (see section 2.2.1). The relationships in Linda’s ‘knowledge team’ also support the 

findings from Levin and Cross (2004) that the ‘strength of weak ties’ can only be 

leveraged if the weak ties are founded on mutual trust. The high trust between the team 

members in Linda’s team seems to influence the efficiency with which the team shares 

knowledge despite the mediation of ICTs in nearly all their interactions.  

 The findings from Linda’s team suggests that ‘integrity’ as trust beliefs are 

formed through experience of the other team members’ performance as living up to 

expectations, and to maintain loyalty to the team and its commitment to a ground 

breaking project in the organisation. Because trust beliefs are formed on the basis of the 

experience of others’ (d)iscourse and actions, they can be seen as a form of sensemaking 

which lead to ‘enactment’ of those beliefs in knowledge communication in the team. 

These ‘enactments’ can be seen as what Mayer et al. (1995) term ‘trust behaviours’ 

which again strengthen the trust beliefs of each team member. In this respect, the 

findings from Linda’s team support the empirically grounded theory of Nandhakumar 

and Baskerville (2006) suggesting that trust can be seen as both an antecedent and an 

outcome of knowledge communication. 

 As a reflection on the trust theories presented in section 2.5.2, a problem with 

these theoretical constructs seems to be that they rely so heavily on researcher 

interpretation of more specific aspects of participants’ cognition. There seems to be a 

considerable risk of over-interpretation when separating the analysis into these specific 

trust beliefs, as done in the previous paragraph. Nevertheless, the separation of trust as 

belief and behaviours emphasised by both Mayer, et al. (1995) and Nooteboom (2011) 

explains the importance of trust for knowledge communication practice; and as argued 

in section 2.5.4, trust beliefs can be seen as an aspect of sensemaking, thereby affecting 

how the actions of others are interpreted, and how to react to those interpretations. In 
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relation to knowledge communication this means that if new knowledge offered by 

another fits with the receiver’s perception of knowledge, it is likely to be perceived as 

useful, and the receiver will therefore be more likely to work to incorporate the 

knowledge in their own ‘retention’ to be applied in future ‘enactments’. Similarly, a 

person will be more likely to communicate knowledge if the person has a (trust) belief 

that the other will find the knowledge useful.  That Linda’s cross-functional team can be 

seen as sharing a perception of knowledge despite abilities within different knowledge 

domains suggests that ‘perception of knowledge’ could be a concept applicable across 

organisational functions and lines of business with knowledge as the main commodity, 

such as is the case for most businesses in the tertiary sector.  

Both Linda and Henrik emphasise their relationships with consultants sharing 

their professional identities as the reason they stay in the organisation. Both their 

statements came as reflections on their own statements about their practices and 

relationships, and were not sparked by interviewer prompts or questions. This, in 

combination with the prosodic emphases they added to these sensemaking 

justifications, suggest the deep sense of meaning provided by these relationships. In this 

respect, relationships exhibiting the key traits of a CoP can be seen in Henrik’s 

completely dispersed relationship with the strategic community he participates in, and 

Linda’s participation in the ‘knowledge team’ which she has built as well as with the 

members of the organisationally instigated CRM team of which she is a member. These 

CoP traits consist of a shared ‘knowledge domain’ and practices attached to this 

knowledge domain. Wenger (1998) emphasises that knowing is always embedded in 

practices, and it is precisely the practices which Henrik and Linda focus on as the key 

difference between their approaches to the work as consultants and the practices of the 

colleagues who can be seen as belonging to the knowledge transfer identity configuration.  

 Differences in perceptions of knowledge emerging as identity 
configurations at HR Consult  

So although the three identity configurations all include consultants with very similar 

job descriptions, and therefore share the knowledge domain and the practice of 

delivering HR Consult services to business clients, the identity configurations differ in 

their perception of knowledge and in their approach to relationships in their practices. 

These differences can be seen as an aspect of sensemaking (Weick, 1995, 2001), and as 

such form the basis for different ‘enactments’ of their roles as consultants. Identity can 

thus be seen as expressed in ‘enactments’ of which ‘practices’ can be seen as repeated or 
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patterned forms of ‘enactment’. These practices can also be seen as simultaneously 

‘participation’ and ‘reifications’. Wenger (1998) argues that participation and reification 

cannot be separated (see section2.3.7). In the context of the thesis’ findings, the different 

practices of each identity configuration can thus be seen as both an ‘enactment’ 

demonstrating participation in a group of likeminded colleagues within their identity 

configuration, and as an ‘enactment’ making the values of their identity configuration 

real in practices, i.e. ‘reifying’ them in Wenger’s (1998) terminology.  

‘Reification’  in the strategic community which Henrik participates in can be 

seen as the codified knowledge products such as PowerPoints and workshop materials 

produced for clients combined with oral accounts in the bimonthly videoconference of 

the more tacit, uncodified thought processes and socialisation with the client which 

serve as the tacit foundation for these codified knowledge products. It seems that the 

CoP shares the same tacit knowledge presuppositions, i.e. they have the same 

‘perception of knowledge’. This shared perception of knowledge allows the community 

to appreciate each other’s work and be inspired to apply similar solutions within the 

contexts of their own clients. This can be seen in Henrik’s descriptions of the inspiration 

he finds in the work of others in the community. He is not able to take their solutions 

and transfer them to his own clients’ contexts, but he can use them as inspiration for his 

own solution, just as he uses HR Consult products as inspiration for his solutions; a 

process which he describes through the allegory of jazz improvisation with the codified 

knowledge product as a standard jazz tune, and his own client centred and situated 

knowledge product as his own improvisation over that tune.  

The findings in this thesis contribute to CoP theory by demonstrating that the 

direction of causality between participation in and the construction of a meaningful 

social identity may not always flow from the social identity to a CoP to the individual as 

Wenger (1998) mainly argues. Individuals, Henrik and Linda being a case in point, have 

identities and values which may not fit the CoPs in their immediate contexts (‘ecologies’ 

in Weick, 1995, 2001), so they actively seek and find employees sharing their 

professional identities. 

Through the identification of a shared perception of knowledge early in a 

relationship, Linda and the colleagues she invites on her team seem to build a form of 

swift trust (concept from Meyerson et al., 1996, see section 2.5.2 of the thesis). Through 

the mutual engagement and joint enterprise in the project for Soft Tech(Wenger’s 

concepts, 1998, see section 2.3.7), they are able to develop this swift trust into more 
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cognition based trust beliefs (McAllister’s, 1995, concept, see section 2.5.2). Through the 

mutual experience of each member’s ability to deliver as expected, the team can also be 

seen as building integrity trust beliefs based on the practices in the team. 

Linda seems to have a high propensity to trust, but this trust only extends to 

colleagues who share her perception of knowledge, and her professional identity as 

someone willing to dare new challenging projects, and to engage in the knowledge 

transformation and creation necessary to be successful in such projects of which Soft 

Tech is an example.  

The high trust levels in Linda’s team can be seen as supporting the findings from 

Baskerville and Nandhakumar (2007, see section 2.5.2) suggesting that trust can be seen 

as both an antecedent and an outcome of knowledge communication. As an antecedent, 

the initial trust between Linda and Susan can be seen as the foundation for their on-

going knowledge communication about the Soft Tech project. As an outcome, the 

frequent team communication of knowledge about the project and about each of their 

knowledge domains can be seen as strengthening the mutual trust beliefs in the team. 

Another contributor to the knowledge communication efficiency in Linda’s 

semi-dispersed knowledge team seems to be the strong TMS in the team; they all know 

their own and the others’ specific roles and areas of competence. Because these roles 

can be seen as covering specific domains of knowledge within the team’s practice, each 

member is able to focus on their own core competence, trusting that the others will deal 

more effectively with tasks within their knowledge domain. In this respect the findings 

from Linda’s knowledge team extend the findings from the Hollingshead and Brandon 

(2009, see section 2.2.3 of the thesis). Hollingshead and Brandon (2009) showed within 

the context of a controlled experiment that teams focussing on different domains and 

who knew which knowledge domains each team member focussed on were more 

efficient than teams who had similar knowledge domains or who did not know the 

knowledge domains of other team members. The thesis extends these findings by 

providing supporting evidence of the same phenomenon within a real organisational 

context. 

Linda’s team can be seen as successfully bridging professional CoP boundaries 

in the organisation through the teams cross-functional nature. Linda builds her network 

by finding people who share her practice of transforming HR Consult knowledge and 

who share her self-understanding as someone willing to dare something new. This 

approach to globally dispersed networking in and out of the organisation seems to build 
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a network with a high level of trust. This allows her team to have a porous boundary, 

where new team members are employed on the team if knowledge competencies are 

needed beyond the combined knowledge domains of the team. This supports the 

findings of Faraj and Yan (2009) who demonstrated that most teams are dynamic and 

that most team members disagree on who are part of a team at any particular time. This 

team characteristic seems similar to Wenger’s (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998) 

notion of ‘legitimate peripheral participation’, i.e. the notion that some members can be 

allowed to remain of the fringe of the CoP, or in this case the team, contributing in a 

small way to the practice and thereby the development of the knowledge domain.  

 To summarise this discussion section, emphasis has been put on integrating the 

multidisciplinary theoretical perspectives presented in chapter 2 in the discussion of the 

findings by showing how the findings both reflect similar findings and contribute to the 

theories presented in chapter 2. The findings can be seen as contributing, firstly, to the 

knowledge management literature by suggesting an awareness of the impact of 

sensemaking perceptions of knowledge on how individual and group preferences for 

specific knowledge communication practices, which can be described through Nonaka 

and Takeuchi’s (1995) SECI model. Neither their model nor later research building on 

the model seem to have taken account of such sensemaking preferences. Secondly, the 

findings of the thesis contribute to research on semi-dispersed teams (also known as 

‘hybrid’, ‘virtual’, or ‘distributed’ teams) by showing how employees appropriate 

technologies to sustain professional identities which may be marginalised in the 

employee’s more local, co-located work context. Finally the discussion has contributed 

to Community of Practice (CoP) theory (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Wenger, 

et al., 2002) by indicating that the individuals may form and join CoPs to support and 

maintain a coherent basis for their professional identities, rather than adopt the social 

identity of a CoP they participate in. 

6.4 Limitations 

Because the study is limited to three offices of a global organisation within the business 

to business consultancy sector, a number of limitations on generalisability arise, some of 

which may be addressed by future research. First, the study is based mainly on 

interview data. This poses a limitation for the findings concerning the practice of 

knowledge communication, which was not observed directly, but was mainly based on 

participant perception of their practice. To address this limitation, organisational 
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documents and interviews with participants from both the consultant, administrative 

and management level of the organisation were used to triangulate and contextualise, 

the main data. The organisational documents examined ranged from workshop 

materials like the card game used as example of Henrik’s knowledge creation, to 

organisational documents from the corporate intranet. The corporate intranet both 

provides access to strategy documents, management blogs and videos, and to the 

learning programmes designed by the Research and Development department at HR 

Consult. These were used to understand the organisational (D)iscourses, which are 

invoked, enacted or resisted by the interview (d)iscourses of the research participants’ 

perceptions of the organisation.   

 Second, although the three prototypes could be seen as existing across sites in 

Denmark, Benelux and the UK, the discursive sensemaking analysis centred mainly on 

two participants as prototypes of larger identity configurations. Although they and other 

interview participants seemed to construct similar identity configurations, with all three 

identity configurations represented by several participants, participants’ perceptions 

and collective sensemaking may present a bias in the findings. 

Third, the study was limited to an organisation delivering business to business 

consultancy services. Although the organisations product can be seen as concrete, 

because of its codification into PowerPoint presentations, workshop materials and 

instructions for how to use these, the main product seems to be the knowledge 

embedded in these products. This may mean that the prototypes found at HR Consult 

could be different in organisations with a more physical product. For example, Henrik’s 

and Linda’s approach to client-centred knowledge creation might not be possible in an 

organisation selling a more material and tangible product than HR Consult. As another 

aspect of this limitation, different prototypes might occur in departments with different 

tasks and areas of responsibility than the consultants examined in this study. For 

example R&D departments would not have much use for employees with a knowledge 

transfer prototypical identity, in which case you would expect to find a higher proportion 

of professional identities centred on knowledge creation and knowledge transformation. 

 Fourth, the findings would have benefitted from a more explicit discussion of 

how the organisational cultures of each site impacted on the work relations between the 

employees. The choice of focussing on two employees as the main examples of two 
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uncommon prototypical identities necessarily meant that the organisational context and 

culture became a background for the analysis of the prototypes. 

 Finally, the lack of a more thorough review of and integration with existing DA 

is a shortcoming of the thesis. Paticularly Van Dijk’s (2005) ‘socio-cognitive’ approach, 

which he unfolds in his recent book Discourse and knowledge: A sociocognitive approach 

(2014), should have been integrated with the discursive sensemaking analysis to allow a 

firmer theoretical grounding for the method. Nevertheless, the integration of Weick’s 

sensemaking theory (2001, 2005), the multidisciplinary theoretical lens and the 

considerations of how these can be conceptualised as ‘discursive sensemaking’ can be 

seen as a step toward developing discursive sensemaking analysis as tool for analysing 

identity configurations in organisations. 

6.5 Implications 

Despite the limitations presented above, the findings in the study have implications 

which reach beyond HR Consult. The project shows how perceptions of knowledge, 

professional identities, and the relationships used to support those identities are 

intertwined and have considerable impact on knowledge communication practices at HR 

Consult. Although the specific findings of how the three processes affect knowledge 

communication within the HR Consult may not be generalisable, their nature as co-

constitutive and intertwined and their impact on knowledge communication practices 

may well be generalisable to other organisations and sectors.  

 This possibility for generalisability despite the limitations presented in the 

previous section also arises from the status of HR Consult as a critical case exemplifying 

an organisation in which knowledge creation occurred mainly in the R&D department, 

and where local offices were largely independent organisations, although partly owned 

by the main organisation. By centring the study on the consultant level, the case might 

lead to expectations that employee professional identities centred on how to best use 

the codified HR Consult knowledge products to address client challenges, i.e. that 

consultant’s exhibited knowledge communication behaviour similar to the knowledge 

transfer prototype. Instead the study shows first how employees can form identities and 

knowledge communication practices which call organisational (D)iscourses, practices 

and strategies into question. And second, how these employees, despite being 

marginalised in their local work environments, are able to build global relationships 
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with like-minded colleagues across and beyond the global organisation to support this 

resistance to an organismal (D)iscourse. 

This use of ICT to find a social basis for identities which may be marginalised in 

local departments or organisations seems likely to apply to other organisations and 

other sectors. Furthermore, the two marginalised identities at the consultant level of HR 

Consult seem to be potential knowledge leaders with the potential to innovate and 

transform organisational strategies and products.  

 Implications for organisations 

The three key knowledge communication processes of perception of knowledge, 

professional identity and relationships are intertwined, because professional identities 

can be understood as centred on perceptions of knowledge, which affect strategies for 

building professional relationships and networks, and because employees seem to seek 

relationships in which they can find a social basis for their professional identity. 

Marginalised professional identities, as seen in the prototypes of Linda and Henrik, 

appear to need a social basis to find meaning and support for their identities in a way 

that fits with their work practices shaped by their perceptions of knowledge. And the 

current semi-dispersed work environment provides them with an opportunity to find 

this social basis in global communities rather than in the local work context. 

 These findings suggest that organisations might benefit from an increased 

awareness of the configurations of professional identities and how they affect 

knowledge communication practices within the organisation. By understanding the 

knowledge networks formed informally by employees to support similar professional 

identities, organisations can become better at intentionally supporting and leading these 

networks. One strategy to explore could be building bridges between configurations of 

professional identities by building (D)iscourses around the strengths and challenges of 

different professional identities in their approaches to organisational knowledge. 

 Implications for project managers 

Key challenges for project managers described in dispersed team literature include 

selecting team members and guiding team practices, especially with regard to 

communicating knowledge across the project. By raising awareness of the influence of 

perceptions of knowledge on the professional identities and knowledge communication 
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relationships which employees engage in, project managers gain a tool for improving 

this process.  

 Linda’s case in particular, and the division among consultants in the Client 

Relations Management Team of which she is a part, points to the need for project 

managers to increase awareness of the configurations of different professional 

identities. They could benefit from the findings of the study by increasing awareness of 

the strengths and challenges of different professional identities and their perceptions of 

knowledge. This increased awareness seems to have two implications. First, in selecting 

team members for the project, awareness of potential team members’ potentially 

different perceptions of knowledge could help guide the selection of team members for 

particular roles and tasks within the project.  

 Second, the thesis provides project managers with a vocabulary for helping 

team members reflect on their identities in relation to knowledge communication 

practices within and beyond the project. This vocabulary can help make the team 

explicitly aware of different perceptions of organisational knowledge and how it can 

affect practices and their understanding of their roles in the project. Thereby, the 

vocabulary, for example Transactive Memory Systems (TMS), addresses not only 

different areas of expertise, but also relationships to support team knowledge 

communication practices. 

 Perceptions of knowledge, professional identity and relationships can therefore 

be used by project managers as discussion points early in the team life cycle to 

acknowledge and leverage the diversity of the team, and to build an effective TMS in the 

team. 

 Implications for understanding semi-dispersed teams 

Semi-dispersed teams might benefit by specifically addressing team differences in 

perceptions of organisational knowledge, such as seen in the knowledge transfer 

prototype, the community supported knowledge creator and the knowledge team 

prototype at HR Consult. This might help the team de-personalise interpersonal conflict 

situations and differences in practice visible in the division of the Client Relations 

Management Team at HR Consult.  
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6.6 Future research directions 

To address the limitations and explore the implications of the findings, future research 

might examine how perceptions of knowledge, identities and relationships affect 

knowledge communication within other organisations and other sectors. Further 

research might approach this from several angles including but not limited to research 

on entrepreneurship, action research and project management, suggested below. After 

these three possible research directions, I suggest how discursive sensemaking analysis 

might be applied in other studies. 

One possible direction for future research could be using the three key 

knowledge communication processes identified in the project, perception of knowledge, 

professional identity and relationships, to explore the potential for entrepreneurship 

within organisations. The findings from the analysis of the interviews with Linda and 

Henrik show how organisational culture and middle management practice can risk 

strangling entrepreneurial spirit. The thesis shows how a focus on the intersections of 

perception of knowledge, professional identity and relationships can reveal 

entrepreneurial communities within an organisation. At HR Consult, these 

entrepreneurial prototypes, the community supported knowledge creator and the 

knowledge team prototype were seen by middle managers as difficult to manage and 

difficult to understand. The three knowledge communication processes identified in this 

thesis (perception of knowledge, professional identity and relationships) could be used 

to explore entrepreneurship in other organisations and other sectors. Thus, future 

research might fruitfully explore how and whether organisational entrepreneurship is 

identified, recognised and leveraged in other organisations.  

Action research might also fruitfully examine whether an intentional focus on 

the intersections between perceptions of knowledge, professional identities and 

relationships can help team members and project managers to build and manage more 

effective semi-dispersed teams. Action research is an interactive inquiry process that 

balances problem solving actions implemented in a collaborative context with data-

driven collaborative analysis or research to understand underlying causes enabling 

future predictions about personal and organisational change (Reason & Bradbury, 

2002).  

Within research on project management, this project also offers opportunities 

for further research on how the three intertwined knowledge communication processes: 

perception of knowledge, professional identity and relationships can be used to 



 

318 

understand and improve the selection process and the team work for semi-dispersed 

projects. 

The method developed for the study, ‘discursive sensemaking analysis’ was 

built a multidisciplinary theoretical perspective. No single scholar can review to the 

necessary depth each of the fields covered by this multidisciplinary approach, but the 

field of Discourse Analysis has arguably suffered the most, and ‘discursive sensemaking 

will therefore need further integration within this field. Particularly, further work needs 

to be carried out to integrate it with Van Dijk’s (2014) socio-cognitive approach to 

knowledge, which seems to be aligned with Weick’s sensemaking, although Van Dijk 

(2014) does not cite Weick. Despite these limitations, the combination the three 

knowledge communication processes with, on one hand, sensemaking as (social) 

cognition of both identity and context, and, on the other hand, (d)iscourses as a 

linguistic representation of this (social) cognition may fruitfully be adopted by future 

research. The wider applicability of the discursive sensemaking methodology developed 

for the project arises from the detailed description of each step of the project from 

design of the interview guide and initial coding stages to development of a feasible 

transcription system for prosodic details through to considerations for structuring the 

writing up of findings. Within business and management studies, DA approaches rarely 

seem to be described with this level of transparency. Although I recognise that the 

methodology does not live up to the level of detail expected within DA approaches in 

Linguistics and Applied Linguistics, DA approaches within Business Studies and the 

Social Sciences rarely provide the more detailed linguistic analysis undertaken by this 

thesis through discursive sensemaking analysis .  
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Appendix A – Selection criteria for the systematic review of dispersed 
team literature 

This appendix lays out the criteria for inclusion of articles in the integrative literature 

review of literature on dispersed teams. The integrative (or ‘systematic’) literature 

review has been established as genre to reduce the subjective elements in the search 

and selection process for the literature review (Ramey & Rao, 2011), or at least to make 

the subjective choices transparent for the reader to review. Because my focus in the 

ph.d. project at the time of the search was on trust rather than prototypical identity, the 

selection of articles is more directly related to my third research question on 

relationships than to my second research question on prototypical identity. So, one 

criterion for inclusion of papers was the appearance of my key words in the title abstract 

or key words of the articles. The other criterion was that the studies were situated in 

workplace settings rather than being conducted as experiments or with students as 

research subjects. Detailed descriptions of search and selection method are thus 

provided in this section for the sake of transparency. A full list of the corpus of 56 papers 

can be found in Appendix B. 

The articles were selected for the literature review based on searches in the 

databases SciVerse Scopus and Web of Knowledge. Web of Knowledge and SciVerse 

Scopus were selected, because they are not limited to any one publisher or any one 

discipline, but base their selection on journal impact factors, in addition to researcher 

input and formal review panels. This means that quality checks for the included articles 

were employed by the databases, but important articles published in less prominent 

journals may not be included in the review. 

Scopus is an abstract and citation index database provided by Elsevier (Kähler, 

2010),which currently indexes 17,500 peer reviewed journals, 5,900 of which are within 

the social sciences, in addition to 4,4 million conference papers from proceedings and 

journals (SciVerse Scopus, 2011a). The database includes journals from more than 5,000 

publishers including Elsevier, Springer, Wiley-Blackwell, Taylor & Francis, Informa, 

Sage, Wolters Kluwer, IEEE, Emerald and American Psychological Association (in order 

of number of journals included in the database (SciVerse Scopus, 2011b). The selection 

criteria are based on input from their Selection Advisory Board (CSAB). This “consists of 

scientists and subject librarians from all scientific disciplines and geographical areas.” 

(SciVerse Scopus, 2011a, p. 5); Full details of the selection criteria are provided by 

Kähler (2010). Additions to the database can be suggested by the board as well as 
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researchers, librarians and publishers. SciVerse Scopus emphasises the European 

region: 8,700 journals included from Europe compared to 5,950 in Northern America. 

and 3,950 from the rest of the world, all continents being represented (SciVerse Scopus, 

2011a).  

While Scopus favours Europe in their selection, Web of Knowledge emphasizes 

Northern America, and as such the two databases supplement each other well (Aarhus 

School of Business Library, 2011). Web of Knowledge is also a citation index database 

covering almost 12,000 journals from the physical, social and health sciences as well as 

arts and humanities (Thomson Reuters, 2011). In a recognition that the list of the most 

relevant journals in a given discipline is not static, journals are included or removed 

from the database in an ongoing evaluation process by the Thomson Reuters editorial 

staff which selects 10-12% of the journals they review (Thomson Reuters, 2011). 

Thomson Reuters recognises that sous journals are more important than others, and 

attempt to exclude the least relevant ones, backing this choice with reference to their 

Journal Citation Report (2008) which examined 7,621 journals, revealing that a “core of 

3,000 of these journals accounts for about 80% of published articles and more than 90% 

of cited articles”. 

 Thus, both databases fulfil the criteria for an interdisciplinary scope, and, 

through their rigorous selection process, the criteria for including only articles of high 

scholarly standards. The disadvantage of this selection strategy is that articles with high 

originality published in journals with lower impact factor will not be cited within either 

Scopus or Web of Knowledge   By combining these two databases, I also aimed at 

international inclusiveness, though with European and North American emphasis. I 

decided not to limit the scope to a particular time frame, as I expected the intersections 

between trust, knowledge communication and dispersed teams to have emerged 

recently in empirical research. 

The selection of search terms was an iterative process, as other terms to 

describe the core concepts emerged during reading and during conversations with 

colleagues. For example virtual teams are also termed distributed or dispersed teams, 

and while the terms are sometimes defined as distinct, such distinctions are a based on 

contradicting definitions within different research branches. Similarly, knowledge 

communication is most often termed knowledge sharing or knowledge transfer, where 

the latter is sometimes though not consistently defined as the outcome of successful 
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knowledge sharing. Thus the following search terms were applied initially to find 

articles combining the topics of trust, knowledge communication and dispersed teams:  

Table 7: List of concepts and their associated search terms used in the review of 

literature on dispersed teams 

Concepts Search terms 

Trust “Trust” 

Knowledge “Knowledge”  

“Communication” 

 

Dispersed teams “Virtual teams”,  

“Distributed teams” 

“Dispersed teams”  

 

I searched within titles, abstracts and keywords simultaneously, which is 

possible in both Scopus and Web of Knowledge (in Web of Knowledge this choice is 

called “topic”). Both databases also allow several search fields and Boolean operators 

can be used both within a field and between fields, thus allowing a hierarchy of Boolean 

operators ideal for combining different search terms within a field using OR, and using 

the higher level Boolean operator between fields to combine the three overarching 

concepts using AND. I did not search full text at this point, as Rausy and Rao (2011) 

found that doing so included numerous articles mentioning concepts only in passing; 

our rationale was that the concepts should be treated thoroughly enough to be 

mentioned in titles, abstracts or keywords. Thus, the initial search terms can be 

expressed as follows (capital letters signifying Boolean operator):  

“Trust” AND (“knowledge” OR “communication”) AND (“virtual teams” OR 

“distributed teams” OR “dispersed teams”) 

This initial search was conducted on 4 October 2011. 

I chose to exclude conference papers by using EndNote to limit the results to 

include only peer reviewed journal articles; this yielded 207 unique articles after 

duplicates were removed. Based mainly on titles and abstracts, these were coded 
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according to research setting. Full text was consulted when abstracts did not provide 

enough detail to establish the research methods (experiment, field study, or not 

empirical), or the sampling used (student sample or professional sample). In this initial 

analysis, I used the following categories: theory or conceptual papers (43 articles); 

literature reviews (11 articles); field study, workplace (77 articles); student sample or 

experimental (66 articles). The remaining 10 articles were excluded due to factors such 

as not being in English (though titles and abstracts  ‘article type’ field). I excluded all 

experimental studies and studies using student samples, because these do not 

accommodate the influence of a workplace context where team task specifications may 

not always be clear and sudden changes may occur due to changing client specifications 

(Panteli, 2005); such contextual factors may very well influence trust and knowledge 

communication in virtual teams. This means that oft-cited studies, such as Jarvenpaa, 

Knoll, & Leidner (1997) and Jarvenpaa & Leidner (1999), were excluded because their 

methodology built on student experiments. 

Having read through the abstracts, I realized that the search terms “knowledge” 

and “communication” were too broad, including articles with phrases such as “the article 

extends current knowledge about X”. Therefore to limit the scope further I used 

EndNote to search within the full text of the 77 workplace field studies for articles 

containing either of the following: “knowledge communication”, “knowledge sharing” or 

“knowledge transfer”. This provided me with the final sample of 40 peer reviewed 

journal articles reporting on field studies in the work place. Of these, the earliest is from 

2001, indicating that as expected it was not necessary to limit the scope to particular 

years of publication.  

The above search method was re-applied on 30-01-2014 to include the latest 

papers: 222 articles initially (when limited to only peer reviewed papers. Of these, 153 

where in the initial search, and 57 were published after the original search. Intuitively 

you would expect that using the same databases and search terms, you would get the 

same results, and that the only difference between the two searches would be that the 

new search included only papers published after the initial search. However, because 

both the databases used constantly revise their inclusion criteria (see appendix A), there 

is a discrepancy between results in the two searches. This also means that despite the 

transparency of the search process, reapplication of the search process in the future may 

yield slightly different results. Based on previous experience, this search was limited 
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within Scopus to include only papers published between the 2011 search date and 2014, 

and limited to journal articles only.  

The papers were iteratively coded in a process in which initial coding focused 

on research fields and methodologies of the papers, and a secondary coding in which 

findings from the papers were aggregated into themes (presented in the tables in the 

results section). This secondary coding process involved analyzing findings in the light 

of concepts from other papers. This coding process arose because sometimes theories 

and findings from papers were relevant to other papers, even though these other papers 

had not originally looked at the theory in question. For example, Abrams, Cross, Lesser 

and Levin (Abrams, et al., 2003) found that to build trust in a virtual team it is useful to 

building documents for storing professional and personal information, and providing 

information about own knowledge strengths and knowledge weaknesses. These useful 

practices for building trust closely match the definition of a Transactive Memory System, 

and the findings from Abrams et al. were therefore coded as “Transactive Memory 

System (emergent)”. 

Coding such emergent findings helped integrate the papers, but also exposes 

one of the challenges of interdisciplinary research; the challenge of being aware of what 

other theoretical constructs are being used by studies from other fields examining the 

same object, the virtual team. This challenge means that the papers often different 

theories or terms to describe the same phenomena, or describe phenomena in their 

findings without relating it to an existing theory describing that phenomena. To take 

account of the latter tendency, I combined a code for a theory with the added the code 

“emergent”. This combination was then used to describe the relation between an 

existing theory and a finding in a paper which did not use the theory to describe that 

finding. 

To sum up, this appendix explained the selection criteria for inclusion of papers 

in the review of literature on dispersed terms. I chose to use two databases with 

rigorous selection criteria based on impact factor and review panels of qualified 

scholars. This was done with the risk of excluding articles which may have been 

important to the study, but were published in journals not passing the selection criteria 

of the two databases. I searched for articles with combined focus on dispersed teams, 

knowledge communication and trust relations. 
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Appendix C - Transcription conventions 

Transcription conventions used in the analysis of interviews building on 

the work of (Wetherell, et al., 2001), Cheng and Lam (2011), and (Drew & 

Heritage, 1992) 

Sign Description 

/ Rising intonation in the following part of the intonation unit- If this persists 

throughout the intonation unit it typically indicates a question. 

\ Falling intonation in the following words - if the sign precedes the last syllables of an 

intonation unit, it typically constitutes the verbal equivalent of a full stop. 

Word Italicised word is emphasised through higher volume or higer pitch 

^ Indicates that the following is spoken in high pitch. As argued by Wennerstrøm 

(Wennerstrom, 2001), "a high onset in the pitch range, indicates a contrast in 

attitude with respect to the prior utterance” p. 23. 

_word Indicates that the intonation unit is spoken in low pitch. This is often used to indicate 

a foregone conclusion or information which to the speaker seems obvious or self-

evident piece of information (Wennerstrom, p. 67). But depending on the context, it 

may also indicate tiredness or frustration on the part of the speaker. 

= Indicates that the following is spoken in mid pitch. The code is only used if the pitch 

shifts from high to mid pitch within an intonation unit. If the entire intonation unit is 

spoken in mid pitch, this is not noted in the transscription. 

. Final contour - the verbal equivalent of a full stop at the end of an intonation unit. 

Can end a sentence fragment in oral discourse to add emphasis to the preceding 

constituent as in the following example where emphasis is added to “guys”, who are 

given the predicate “good people” in the next intonation unit: 

“/So ^these \guys. (.) 

/They’re good ^people.” (‘Henrik’, my translation, 303, 1:00:37) 

 

, Continuing contour - the verbal equivalent of a comma at end of an intonation unit. 

This can occur in mid-sentence to emphasise certain grammatical elements.  

For example, the continuing contour is used in the following (combined with fronting 

the adverbial to sentence initial position) to add emphasis to the location where the 
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speaker feels at home: 

“/and there, (.) 

\I feel at home there.” (‘Henrik’, my translation, 303, 1:00:37). 

(.) Pause, less than a second. 

(..) Pause, more than a second. 

-- Utterance cut off - interruption by self or other speaker. If the utterance is cut off by 

another intonation unit (i.e. a new line), the new intonation unit will be started by "-

-" to indicate that it follows immediately on from the previous intonation unit. 

[faster 

pace] 

Pace of enunciation, which can also be described as a faster rhythm has not been 

assigned a short hand, but will be indicated in square brackets on a seperate line 

before the passage to indicate that it pertains to all following lines until a new 

square bracket with e.g.: “[normal pace]”. If the faster pace pertains only to one 

intonation unit, “[faster pace]” will be inserted at the beginning of that intonation 

unit and will be assumed to return to normal in the next intonation unit. 

£word£                                                                                                                                                                                                                     Words between £-symbols are spoken while laughing 
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Appendix D: List of abbreviations 
   

Acronym Concept Reference 

CEO Chief Executive Officer Commonly accepted abbreviation in Business Studies 

CMC Computer Mediated 
Communication 

Commonly accepted abbreviation in Information Systems research 

CoP Community of Practice Wenger (1998); Wenger, et al. (2002) 

CP Client Practitioner ’HR Consult’s term for an individual who is accredited to use ’HR 
Consult’ products only within the organisation they are employed in. 
These licences are typically bought by an organisation to train an HR 
employee to use the products. 

CRMT Client Relations 
Management Team 

My abbreviation 

HQ Headquarters Commonly accepted abbreviation in Business Studies 

ICT Information and 
Communication 
Technology 

Commonly accepted abbreviation in Information Systems research 

LP Licensed Practitioner ’HR Consult’s term for an individual who is accredited to use ’HR 
Consult’ products within any business they choose. These are 
typically independent consultant providing development consultancy 
services for other organisations. 

R&D Research and 
Development 

Commonly accepted abbreviation in Business Studies 

RQ Research Question My abbreviation 

SECI Socialisation, 
Externalisation, 
Combination, 
Internalisation 

Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995); Nonaka and Toyama (2005); Nonaka, 
et al. (2000); Nonaka and von Krogh (2009) 

TMS Transactive Memory 
Systems 

Wegner (1986, 1995); Wegner, et al. (1991) 
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Appendix E: Theoretical concepts used to structure initial coding by research question, and to describe findings 
(Reproduction of Table 4, p. 171) 
Theoretical concept 
(Code Name) 

Theoretical origin of concept Definition in the dissertation 
Questions the coded interview passage 
answers 

RQ1: Linking perceptions of knowledge to knowledge communication practices 

1. Practices Gee (2011) Gee (2011): “Socially recognized and institutionally or 
culturally supported endeavour that usually involves 
sequencing or combining actions in certain specified 
ways.” (p. 210) 

(Wodak & Meyer, 2009): “Discourses are 
recontexualizations of social practice” (p. 148) 

Which practices does the participant 
choose to narrate? Why these 
practices? To what extent are the 
practices supported by the organisation 
or by the particpant’s relations? 

1.1 Knowledge 
communication 

 The process of engaging in interaction with others or 
with knowledge objects (e.g. documents) to share or 
receive knowledge perceived as useful. 

Which knowledge communication 
practices does the participant engage 
in? Which perception of knowledge is 
reflected in this knowledge 
communication practice? 

1.2 Useful knowledge Lesser and Storck (2001); Raab, et al. 
(2014); (Wenger, 1998) 

Knowledge will be perceived as useful when the user 
trust the source of knowledge, and the knowledge fulfils 
the requirements of the user and situation in which it is 
applied. It is thus both dependent on the perception 
(sensemaking) of the knower, and of the nature of the 
knowledge. 

Which types of knowledge does the 
participant consider to be useful 
organisational knowledge? Which 
perception of knowledge is reflected in 
the particpants constructions of useful 
knowledge in their context? 

1.3 Knowledge 
conversion 

Gerard (2001); Nonaka and Takeuchi 
(1995); Nonaka, et al. (2000); Tsoukas 
(2004); Virtanen (2010) 

I define organisational knowledge conversion in terms of 
Nonaka’s SECI model (see steps below in 1.3.1. to 1.3.4), 
with the reservations offered by his critics. I.e. the tacit 
and explicit dimensions underlying SECI are seen as a 
continuum and as co-existent in all forms of knowledge, 
although in different proportions. 

Which knowledge conversion processes 
does the participant engage in? Which 
are perceived as valuable and necessary 
to the participant’s practice? 

 

1.3.1 Internalisation See reference under “knowledge 
conversion” 

The process of working to understand and learn to apply 
new knowledge. 

(see the questions posed under 
“knowledge conversion”) 

1.3.2 Socialisation See reference under “knowledge 
conversion” 

The process of engaging with others to develop more 
tacit aspects of each person’s knowledge. 

(see the questions under “1.3. 
knowledge conversion”) 

Continued next page 
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Table 4 (continued) 

Theoretical concept 
(Code Name) 

Theoretical origin of concept Definition in the dissertation 
Questions the coded interview 
passage answers 

1.3.3 Combination See reference under “knowledge 
conversion” 

The process of combining existing explicit knowledge to achieve 
new opportunities for application. 

(see the questions under “1.3 
knowledge conversion”) 

1.3.4 Externalisation See reference under “knowledge 
conversion” 

The process of encoding more tacit knowledge into more 
explicit, codified forms  

(see the questions under “1.3 
knowledge conversion”) 

1.4 Codified knowledge 
emphasis 

Kogut and Zander (1992) The knowledge communication practices which participants 
engage in build on existing, codified, knowledge. 

To which extent does the 
participant rely on already 
codified knowledge to complete 
their work? 

1.5 Complex knowledge 
emphasis 

Kogut and Zander (1992) The knowledge communication practices which participants 
engage in build on knowledge adapted to the context of 
application and is not necessarily codified 

To which extent does the 
participant rely on contextually 
adapted knowledge, and deeply 
internalised knowledge to 
complete their work? 

1.6 Situated, 
situatedness 

(Lave & Wenger, 1991), (Suchman, 1998, 
2007) 

Humans always make decisions within the current context in 
which they are embedded, and only justify and rationalise the 
actions after the fact, i.e. in retrospect (Suchman, 1998). 
Accordingly learning (or knowing) can be seen as situated 
within specific contexts and practices, rather than being 
universal (Lave and Wenger, 1991). 

Is the knowledge or learning 
described situated within specific 
contexts rather than being seen 
as generally applicable? Which 
needs are ICTs used to fulfil for 
participant?  

RQ2: Prototypical identities based on knowledge practice and their link to knowledge communication practice. 

2. Identities 

 

Gee (2011, 2014), (Benwell & Stokoe, 
2006), Wenger (1998) 

Identity as both personally held and socially situated: “a pivot 
between the cocal and the individual” which “avoids a 
simplistic individual-society dichotomy without doing away with 
the distinction.” Wenger (1998) p. 146). As discursive 
expression, identity can be analysed through its expression in 
(d)iscourses and the ways (d)iscourses negotiate, enact and 
resist (D)iscourses. 

(Elaborated for each more 
specific code below) 

 Continued next page
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Table 4 (continued)  

Code Name Theoretical origin of concept Definition in my dissertation 
Questions the coded interview passage 
answers 

2.1 Self-identity My code Coded passage includes information on the 
participants socially situated professional identity as 
consultant at HR Consult. This need not be specifically 
addressed as a construction of identity by the 
participant, but can occur through linguistic choices in 
narrating organisational experience. 

Which values are emphasised as important 
in the participant’s narratives of their 
practices? Which organisational practices 
and (D)iscourses do they condone, and 
which do they resist or dissociate 
themselves from? 

2.2 Good consultant My code In constructing their perceptions of what it means to 
be a “good consultant”, participants engage in 
articulating sensemaking about their role in the 
organisation and the values which they build their 
professional identity on. 

Which values do the participant attach to 
their perception of what a good HR Consult 
consultant is and does? 

2.3.1. Identity 
(management) 

My code Participant constructs the values and practices of the 
management in the organisation 

How does the participant perceive top 
management at their local HR Consult 
office 

2.3.2. Identity (middle 
management) 

My code Participant constructs the values and practices of 
their most immediate managers. 

How does the participant perceive their 
immediate managers? 

2.3.3. Identity 
(organisation) 

My code Participant constructs the values and practices of the 
of the organisation more generally 

How does the participant perceive the 
identity of the organisation? 

2.3.3.1. Benelux My code Participant constructs the values and practices of the 
of the Benelux organisation  

How does the participant perceive the 
identity of the Benelux organisation? 

2.3.3.2. Denmark My code Participant constructs the values and practices of the 
of the Danish organisation 

How does the participant perceive the 
identity of the Danish organisation? 

2.3.3.3. UK My code Participant constructs the values and practices of the 
of the UK organisation 

How does the participant perceive the 
identity of the UK organisation? 

2.3.4 Identity (other) My code Projecting a socially situated identity onto another 
person (Gee, 2011) 

Which professional relationships does the 
participant construct as important to their 
work and why? Which professional 
relations does the participant dissociate 
him/herself from? 

Continued next page  
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Table 4 (continued) 

Code Name Theoretical origin of concept Definition in my dissertation 
Questions the coded interview passage 
answers 

2.3.5 Identity 
configuration 

The idea of identity configurations 
emerged during the coding process. The 
data set was re-coded in the light of the 
three identity configurations to ensure 
their validity. The concept was then 
supported theoretically through 
reference to Jansen and Roodt (2014). 

‘Identity configuration’ are used as an analytical 
chategory to describe employees who seem to share 
the same identity prototype. Identity configurations 
were identified in the analysis when the knowledge 
communication practices specific to the identity 
configuration were consistently identified by both 
ingroup and outgroup members 

Which other participants can be seen as 
sharing the perception of knowledge, 
identity and relationships expressed by the 
participant? 

Which other participants share the 
knowledge communication practices of the 
participant? 

Which identity configurations can the 
participant be seen as dissociating 
themselves from? 

2.3.6 Identity prototype Jansen and Roodt (2014) Jansen and Roodt (2014) argue that ‘identity 
prototypes’ can be seen as cognitive models 
capturing similarities between ingroup and outgroup 
members. But they also recognise that prototypes 
have a behavioural dimension, and that there is a 
span in ingroup behaviours. 

Does the participant reflect the prototypical 
characteristics of an identity configuration? 

Does the participant reflect on and interpret 
their own knowledge communciation 
practices? 

2.4. Politics (distribution 
of social goods) 

Gee (2011, 2014) Relates to the use of how language to distribute 
social goods, not only literally by granting privileges 
and setting boundaries, but also more subtly by 
privileging some value sets over others or some 
perspectives on reality over others 

Which values does the participant 
emphasise? Which practices, identities and 
relations are constructed in a positive light 
from the perspective of the participant? 

RQ3. Linking relationship constructions to knowledge communication practices 

3. Relationships (Benwell & Stokoe, 2006); Gee (2011, 
2014); (Wenger, 1998) 

Relationships are defined in the professional context 
of the study as the employees the participant 
associates with regularly, either online or face-to-
face 

Which relationships does the participant 
construct as important to their own 
practices and projects? On which grounds? 

3.1. Strong tie Granovetter (1973); Hansen (1999); 
(Levin & Cross, 2004) 

A relation characterised by frequent communication, 
and in the context of the thesis defined as involving 
an experience of identification. 

With whom does the participant 
communicate frequently? What is the 
nature and purpose of these interactions? 

Continued next page  
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Table 4 (continued) 

Code Name Theoretical origin of concept Definition in my dissertation 
Questions the coded interview passage 
answers 

3.2 Weak tie Granovetter (1973); Hansen (1999); 
(Levin & Cross, 2004) 

A relation characterised by infrequent communication. 
Knowledge of the relation is often mediated by  a third 
party. 

Why is this relation mentioned as part of 
the participant’s narrative? How does the 
participant use weak ties to find the 
knowledge they need and find useful? 

3.3 Transactive Memory 
System 

Wegner (1986) A memory of what others’ areas of expertise are; 
knowledge of who knows what. Can either be 
personalised, i.e. informal, or stored in mutually 
shared databases, i.e. formal 

How does the participant use their 
knowledge of who-knows-what to find 
knowledge? To what extent do the 
teams/projects described reflect use of 
the different areas of expertise of team 
members? 

3.3. Community of 
Practice 

Wenger (1998); Wenger, et al. (2002) A group sharing a practice and engaging in sharing and 
developing the knowledge domain attached to it. 

Which CoPs does the participant perceive 
him/herself as being part of? which 
value(s) does the participant associate 
with these CoPs? 

3.3.1 Shared repertoire Wenger (1998); Wenger, et al. (2002) CoPs develop a shared vocabulary, or repertoire, used 
when engaging with others in the community. 

Does the participant refer to terminology 
or phrases specific to the CoP he/she 
associates with? 

3.3.2. Meaning Wenger (1998); Wenger, et al. (2002) Particpants engage in CoPs because they find it 
meaningful. In this sense meaning is closely related to 
both the relations with others, and to the 
development of the knowledge domain of the CoP 

In what ways and for which purposes does 
the participant see the CoP as creating 
meaning for the participant? 

3.3.3. Joint enterprise Wenger (1998); Wenger, et al. (2002) CoP participants commit themselves to collaboration 
to maintain and develop their knowledge domain, 
thereby building a shared understanding. 

With whom does the participant engage 
in collaboration with to develop their 
practice?  What is the nature of the 
collaboration? 

3.3.4. Mutual 
engagement 

Wenger (1998); Wenger, et al. (2002) Through participation, members build norms and 
collaborative relationships. 

Which CoP practices does the participant 
engage in? With whom? For what 
purposes?  

Continued next page  
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Table 4 (continued) 

3.3.5 Social Coefficient 
of Knowing 

My term based on a fusion of Wenger’s 
(1998) social perspective on knowing and 
Polanyi’s (1966) concept personal 
coefficient of knowing 

The ‘social coefficient’ describes the tacit 
knowledge shared by a group or 
community, allowing them to decode the 
knowledge objects (reifications) of other 
team members.  

To what extent does the participant describe 
knowledge sharing within their groups (teams or CoPs) 
as having a special shared meaning for the group due 
to their participation in the group? 

3.3.6 Strategic 
community 

Storck and Hill (2000) Strategic Communities are CoPs instigated 
by organisations to leverage the 
knowledge created by employees 

Does the participant participate in any CoPs instigated 
by HR Consult? 

3.4.1 Global My own code Globally distributed relations and projects 
constructed as important in participant’s 
narrative.  

Which globally distributed relations does the 
participant identify with and why? 

3.4.2 Local My own code. Building on the socio-
technical perspective presented in 
chapter 2, I wanted to examine the 
importance of local and dispersed 
relations to different prototypes 

Local relations and projects constructed 
as important to the professional identity 
of the participant. 

Which local (co-located or distributed) relations does 
the participant identify with in their narratives and 
why? 

3.4.3 Online relation My own code. Building on the socio-
technical perspective presented in 
chapter 2, I wanted to examine the 
importance of local and dispersed 
relations to different prototypes 

Participant narratives construct a relation 
maintained primarily though ICT. 

To what extent does the participant see online 
relations as important in their work as consultants? Do 
online relations have a different status than co-located 
relations? 

3.5. Trust Mayer, et al. (1995); Schoorman, et al. 
(2007) 

Nooteboom (2011) 

“[Trust is] the willingness of a party to be 
vulnerable to the actions of another party 
based on the expectation that the other 
will perform a particular action important 
to the trustor, irrespective of the ability to 
monitor or control that other party.” 
(Mayer, et al., 1995, p. 712). 

To what extent does the participant trust in the 
relations they describe in the interview? On which 
actions are these trust beliefs founded? Which beliefs 
about future actions of the relation does the 
participant express? 

3.5.1. Trust behaviour Nooteboom (2011) Trust behaviour is defined as any 
behaviour which leads to the formation of 
trust beliefs 

Which behaviours does the participant build on as 
justification for the importance of the relationship 
described? 

Continued next page 
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Table 4 (continued) 

Code Name Theoretical origin of concept Definition in my dissertation Questions the coded interview passage answers 

3.5.2. Ability trust Mayer, et al. (1995); Schoorman, et al. 
(2007) 

Ability trust is a belief about another person’s 
competence within a specific knowledge 
domain. Beliefs about the same person’s 
abilities within different knowledge domains 
may differ based on the trustor’s beliefs 
about the trustee’s abilities in each 
knowledge domain. 

To what extent does the participant trust in the 
abilities of the relations they describe in the 
interview? On which actions are these trust beliefs 
founded? 

3.5.3. Benevolence trust Mayer, et al. (1995); Schoorman, et al. 
(2007). This form of trust based on an 
emotional attachment and therefore 
closely associated with “Affect-based 
trust” (McAllister, 1995) 

Belief that the trustee will do good to the 
trustor, regardless of their own self-interest.  

To what extent does the participant see a specific 
relation as acting in the participant’s best interest? 

3.5.4. Benevolence trust Mayer, et al. (1995); Schoorman, et al. 
(2007). This form of trust based on an 
emotional attachment and therefore 
closely associated with “Affect-based 
trust” (McAllister, 1995) 

Belief that the trustee will do good to the 
trustor, regardless of their own self-interest.  

To what extent does the participant see a specific 
relation as acting in the participant’s best interest? 

3.5.5. Integrity trust Mayer, et al. (1995); Schoorman, et al. 
(2007) 

“The trustor's perception that the trustee 
adheres to a set of principles that the trustor 
finds acceptable.” Mayer, et al., 1995, p. 712 

To what extent does the participant identify with 
the values and principles of the relation? 

3.5.6 Referred trust My concept, based on Mcknight, et al. 
(1998) and Meyerson, et al. (1996) 

A person (trustor) may form trust beliefs 
about a person (trustee) despite no previous 
interaction , if that person was recommended 
by a trusted relation. 

How does the participant build on referred trust to 
gain access to new relations and new knowledge? 
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