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INTRODUCTION 
 

The main plot of the paper connects to a traditional and well known storyline within organization 

and management studies. This is similar to a classical Hollywood action plot in which the good guy 

fights against the bad guy on the basis of a specific motive - often revenge. In the story’s vital scene 

where they meet each other to settle their quarrels, the good guy often has planned the collision or 

struggle in every little detail, so he (it is often a he) can control and optimize his chances of winning 

the battle. But often his plans are shattered by the actions of the bad guy, and he has to improvise to 

get the job done. Thus, by the sum of his rational planning and his personal capabilities he 

eliminates the problem - the bad guy or the activities of the bad guy.  

 

Our story begins with the management of a public organization who has detected certain problems 

in its organization of activities. The problems are defined and analyzed, and subsequently particular 

organizational changes are produced and implemented. The organizational activities have been 

adapted to the problems, the disturbances have been resolved, and stability has yet again been 

restored in the organization. End of story. This overall sketch of organizational change resonate 

well together with the rational logic that was established and emphasized in the logic of the Age of 

Enlightenment in relation to how science should develop and investigate both social and natural 

phenomenon as things that could be understood as a mechanistic system, and which furthermore 

connects to a metaphor of organizational change that Weick and Quinn (1999) denotes ‘Episodic 

Change’.  

 

Even though such a perspective of organizational change and learning can have relevance and value 

in some organizational settings and within some types of organization studies, we inquire on the 

basis of our study into the consequences of the intended plan of a public organization from another 
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perspective. In relation to our fictive example of the action hero story, we could, if it was possible, 

study and probe deeper into the activities of the good and the bad – which would be a production 

more honest to the Dogme95 principles, and its articulated attempt to force the truth out of its 

characters and settings, than to a traditional Hollywood production. This would imply to observe 

their preparations, the settings of the conflict, their use of tools and other artifacts (mostly heavy 

weapons), their battle, their dialogues, and talk with them about their attached meaning to the 

conflict. One might also continue to observe the activities of the good and the bad after the conflict 

had been resolved. Another picture and understanding of the story would most likely emerge. 

Maybe a picture that is not as simple as the former, but nevertheless an ‘action hot’ picture of a 

process where the result did not necessarily match the plans, and where the process and conditions 

were not absolutely stabilized after the resolved conflict. Instead of picturing the good guy riding on 

his horse and smiling towards the descending sun, this perspective would tell the story of a hero that 

only solved some of his problems as he had planned, and a hero that created new situations and 

events during his actions. Our study takes the latter outlook and consequently tells another story of 

how changing and learning can be understood in organizations. This is a story that emerges from 

the organizing of actions and activities in an organization. Weick and Quinn (1999) uses the term 

‘Continuing Change’ as the name for the perspective we apply in the study we are about to present.  

 

On the basis of empirical data that demonstrate difficulties and uncertainties with regard to the 

implementation of an intentional strategic planning, we first explicate why the top-down 

implemented plan does not become a reality on an operational level in our case, and second, how it 

is possible to understand the organizational changes that were enacted when it was not a rigorous 

transfer from plan or intention to activities on the operational level. Hence, we study how and under 

what conditions the re-organizing of practice or the transformation of practice is enacted in a large 
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organization that experience deep-seated organizational changes. The overall quest is to develop an 

understanding of organizational change and learning - the dynamics of organizing the activities that 

resides in a public organization – with relation to practice understood as the unfolding of the doings 

and thinking around the implemented change project. The structure of the article is divided into 

three main sections. In the following section, we present our theoretical framework, which connects 

both to the insights of classical pragmatism as well to more present elaborations of the works of the 

classical pragmatists. In the second section, we put forward a case description followed by a sketch 

of the employed methods and analytical strategies. In the third section, we display the results of our 

analysis, which is centered on the problem of intention and strategy versus what happens on the 

level of operation and actions in relation to the re-organizing of a specific organizational practice.  

 

THEORETICAL FRAME 

 

In the recent 15 years, a view on organizational learning and changing has been expounded, which 

focus on the practice-based and situated character of changing and learning in organizations 

(Schatzki, 2001). Emphasis is placed on the practice of organizing and the processes in organizing, 

which is a turn within organization studies that have been thoroughly reviewed. Within the 

organizational change tradition research by e.g. Chia (1999), Feldman (2000), Ford & Ford (1994), 

Orlikowski (1996), Tsoukas & Chia (2002), and Weick & Quinn (1999) indicate in different ways 

the upcoming and establishment of another perspective in relation to organizational change. A 

perspective that set off from a different ontology and epistemology than the traditional perspective 

(Chia, 1999), and is ‘premised on the primacy of organizing practices in organizational change’ 

(Orlikowski, 1996, p.65). In the organizational learning research there has been a parallel 

development focusing on practice and process, which is an assertion that gets support from research 
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by Brown & Duguid (1991), Cook & Yanow (1993), Gherardi (2000), Gherardi, Nicolini & Odella 

(Gherardi et al., 1998), Lave & Wenger (1991), and Yanow (2000) to mention some of the writers 

on organizational learning with a practice based perspective.  

  

Learning within this approach is to be understood as situated in a culture or community of practice 

and not something emerging from mentalistic acquisition. Hence, learning is a result of the access 

and participation patterns of the actors’ and agencies’ engagement in practice. The practice-based 

paradigm links to a philosophical tradition that takes of from the works of Hegel, Marx, 

Pragmatism, and Wittgenstein, and has its offshoots in continental post structuralism, 

postmodernism, hermeneutic, and phenomenology (Packer & Goicoechea, 2000). It should be 

noticed, that the focus on practice does not embody one unified theoretical outlook, although it is 

connected by a shared philosophical legacy and does contain several theoretical resemblances 

(Nicolini et al., 2003; Packer & Goicoechea, 2000; Pawlowsky, 2001). In our paper, we introduce a 

pragmatic founded perspective of how to study organizational learning and change (see also 

(Elkjaer, 2004). This is a perspective that takes off and gets its theoretical vocabulary primary from 

the classical pragmatist and philosopher John Dewey and later from the sociologist Anselm L. 

Strauss. Hence, we position our paper theoretically in the line of the practice founded approach of 

how to study the dynamics of organizations.   

Arenas and social worlds 
In an understanding of organisational learning as individuals’ learning in organisational learning 

systems, it is possible to discriminate individuals on the one hand, and organisations by way of 

learning systems on the other. The two are connected because when individuals change, the 

organisational learning system change and possibly also vice versa. In organisational learning as 

participation in communities of practice, there is no conceptual separation of the two, individuals 
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and organisations. The term is not communities of practitioners but communities of practice thereby 

stressing community and practice and not individuals or professionals as the unit of analysis. 

Whereas one can talk about a causal relation between individuals and organisations in a cognitive 

version of organisational learning (Altman & Rogoff, 1987), it is not possible to discriminate 

neither individuals nor organisations in the understanding of organisational learning resting upon 

learning as legitimate peripheral participation in communities of practice.  

 

Another fruitful perspective of organizational learning and change is the cultural approach as it is 

expressed in a more general manner in relation to organizational analysis by Smircich (Smircich, 

1983), and later on in a more specific way by Cook and Yanow (Cook & Yanow, 1993) and Yanow 

(Yanow, 2000). Yanow (2000) discusses the difference between a ‘communities of practice’ and a 

‘cultural’ metaphor of organizational learning, and points to the size and visibility of the collective 

as a ‘more diffuse and global term’ within the cultural approach than the more ‘action-engaged and 

more visible’ in the communities of practice (Ibid. p.260). Even though there are differences in their 

focus on the collective or organizing practices, Yanow (Ibid.) underlines that both approaches have 

the same fundamental ontology, which fits the metaphysics from pragmatism. Dewey (Dewey, 

1981) defines in Experience and Nature this ontology as founded in ‘events rather than substances, 

it is characterized by histories, that is, by continuity of change proceeding from beginnings to 

endings’ (p.6). The world is not a Newtonian mechanical system controlled by causality but 

characterized by dynamic processes and histories, which rejects any attempt to install dualism as 

e.g. between knowing and acting, facts and values, or the epistemic subject and the world, which 

creates a picture of the subject as a spectator – not actor – of the world. In this ontology transaction, 

not inter-action, becomes the basic principle of how to understand processes of organizing activities 

in organizations. Late in life, Dewey characterized what he had previously called ‘interaction’ as 
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‘transaction’. Transaction indicate the fundamental ontological condition that the all events or parts 

in a situation are subject to change, and are hereby not independent of each other as in interaction 

where relations are viewed as causal connections. In 1961, Richard Bernstein writes the following 

about Dewey’s concept of transaction: “A situation cut across the dualism of subject and object, 

mental and physical. More precisely, these distinctions are instituted within an inclusive context or 

situation. Mental and physical, subject and object are not independent realms; they are functional 

distinctions instituted within situations for specific purposes” (Bernstein, p.6).  

 

Strauss’ (Strauss, 1993) concept of organizations as arenas of transactive social worlds has the same 

ontological basis as the community of practice and the cultural approach to organizations. The 

difference is that the social world metaphor is oriented towards processes of conflicts, negotiation, 

and tensions within and between social worlds, and the analysis of how these conflicting situations 

generates the possibility of changing arenas and the social worlds as well. A perspective loyal to the 

Chicago schools conflict theory, which echoes the pattern of inquiry from Dewey’s Logic (Dewey, 

1986). In a pragmatic understanding of the individual and the organisation, the subject-world 

relation, it is not possible to have one without the other but the relation is transactional, it is one of 

mutual constituency (Emirbayer, 1997). This means that they change together and also learn 

together. But the way units, social worlds, are discriminated is through the engagement in 

organisational activities. I.e. there is some kind of voluntarism brought into the picture, a 

voluntarism, we argue, that allows us to understand why diversity in performance and outcome can 

be understood as not only externally or related to organisational structures of power determining 

patterns of access and participation but also by way of different engagements, different beliefs and 

emotions towards organisational activities. Social worlds are defined as follows:  
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“Groups with shared commitments to certain activities, sharing resources of many kinds to achieve 

their goals, and building shared ideologies about how to go about their business.” (Clarke, 1991, 

p.131) 

 

In a social world perspective, there are ‘commitments’, ‘goals’ and ‘ideologies’ that ‘belong’ to 

somebody. There are not only ‘patterns of access and participation’ even if they are also present. 

The social worlds understanding encompasses agency but not at the expense of organisational 

relations of power. Power relations are to be found in any history of organisational activities. There 

is always a before, during, and after in the course of organisational activities, and time as well as 

space will always shape that course (for an interesting account of the term ‘space’ with relation to 

organizational learning, see also the work by Antonacopoulou (Antonacopoulou, 2002)). It is 

possible to elucidate this course or trajectory of organisational activities through identifying the 

conditions (e.g. what, who and how affected the activities) under which these activities unfolded.  

 

In a social worlds understanding, organizations are arenas of coordinated collective actions in which 

social worlds emerge as a result of commitment to organizational activities. Organisations as arenas 

made up by social worlds allows for identifying different commitments to organisational activities 

(Strauss, 1993). It is, we argue, the tensions between these that may create avenues for questioning 

existing practices and for critical thinking and reflection. So in the following, we turn to an 

empirical study in which we looked for different commitments to an organisational change project 

in order to be able to see tensions and conflicts as openings and/or closures for organizing new 

practices (Elkjaer, 2005).  
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RESEARCH CASE AND METHODOLOGY 

The case of DKmuni 
The case of our paper is an integrated part of the activities in a public organization that is one of the 

ten largest municipalities in Denmark (DKmuni), and has about 5.000 employees. The public 

organization of DKmuni has as its primary focus to provide services and commodities to its citizen, 

of which there are approximately 62.000. The service is structured around four main areas: Social 

and health, education, environment and technique, and the general administrative service of both the 

citizens and employees at DKmuni. The four different areas of services reflect the overall 

organizational structure of the public administration. Hence, DKmuni consist of four types of 

administration: The administration of social affairs (SA), the administration of children and cultural 

affairs (CCA), the administration of central and tax affairs (CTA), and finally the administration of 

technique and environmental affairs (TEA). DKmuni is in relation to the finance of its services 

founded on tax revenue that altogether gives DKmuni a yearly budget of approximately 1 billion $.    

 

The centre of our inquiry is the organizational changes of public practice and activities with 

reference to cases of children and adolescents with additional support needs within DKmuni. The 

case is linked to three of the four earlier mentioned administrations, which are the administrations 

of SA, CCA, and CTA. Each of the three administrations is headed by a manager, and the manager 

of the CTA is the head of the administration de toto. In relation to the area of children and 

adolescents with additional support needs, the three administrations consist of departments and 

institutions that have different essential functions.  

 

Within SA, the department of family (FAM) is in charge of solving social problems involving 

children/adolescents and their families. FAM consists of three different types of personnel that 
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represent three significant categories of performers with regard to the activities for children and 

adolescents with additional support needs: The administrative staff members, i.e. managers, middle 

managers, and administrative personnel; six specialist groups of which the social workers or social 

advisors group are the most relevant for our case; the practitioners, which are in charge of the actual 

treatment of children/adolescents with additional support needs. Other relevant categories are 

politicians and citizens, which we do not at present include. The majorities of the performers we 

focus upon are trained as social advisors, psychologists, or have a specialist education degree within 

pedagogy.  

 

Within CCA, the department of pedagogical psychological counselling (PPC) is responsible for the 

investigation and screening of children and adolescents with psychological and/or reading/talking 

problems in day-care institutions and schools. Furthermore, they are in charge of the supervision 

and support of teachers or day-care personnel. PPC can be compared to FAM within the social 

administration with the significant difference that PPC focus on educational and psychological 

problems and FAM upon social problems. Within CTA, there is a department for the visitation 

(VIS) of children and adolescents with additional support needs. VIS is focused on cases that the 

normal system has not been able to solve with the means that they have at their disposal. VIS 

receives the case from either FAM or from the school or day-care manager, in which case PPC 

usually have done the primary part of the investigation in advance. If the case description has been 

satisfactorily described they find a suitable solution that removes the child or adolescents from its 

normal settings. It can either be teaching the child in a special institution or the removal of the child 

from its biological family. VIS consists of both psychologists and social workers (but no 

practitioners), and is a relatively new department in DKmuni, founded January 1 2005. 
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A fundamental criterion in a private organization is to sell its products, and for DKmuni it is to 

provide its citizens with service and give them ‘value for money’. In relation to the activities 

centred on children and adolescents with additional support needs, the focus is on what we denote 

‘Cases’ or ‘Case’ (Capitalized ‘C’). The Case is the centre point around which all the activities in 

relation to children and adolescents with additional support needs are tied. The child, adolescents, 

or family emerges as a Case when one of the mentioned agencies gets information of a potential 

problem. The information can come from a school teacher, day-care employee, neighbour, relative, 

doctor, health visitor, etc. The Case is then investigated by the person from FAM, PPC, or rarely a 

specialist within CCA who received the information, and if it has relevance, together with 

appropriate specialists. There are four trajectories a Case can follow, which range from a direct 

refusal of a Case to an acute transmission of the Case to VIS (figure 1).  

 

 

Information  

Regular Case  Acute Case  Case shelved  Case rejected  

Data collection 

Investigation I 

Conclusion  

Major action Follow-up  End of Case  Investigation II  

Minor action 

Radical system  

Normal system  

Figure 1. The possible trajectories of a Case 
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The activities in relation to a Case can be of varying degree in complexity, which is dependent upon 

the amount of potential agents involved and the type of problem. A Case is in general defined as 

either a physiological or socio-psychological problem. A physiological Case has a relatively low 

degree of complexity with regard to the required actions that needs to be taken. The socio-

psychological Cases can have a much more complex nature. These are Cases that often are 

conveyed to VIS after deeper investigation. Cases may be on children and adolescents with 

behavioural difficulties in day-care institutions and schools. The type of Cases within this category 

can be highly complex since many of the Cases balance on the border between the normal system 

and the radical or removal system. In DKmuni, to keep a child or adolescent in their normal 

settings, signifies in general preventive activities and refers to minor drastic actions compared to 

major actions in the form of a removal from family or normal school setting.  

Methods and analysis 
The data collection period in DKmuni was initiated in the beginning of December 2004 and are 

planned to end in January 2007. Hence, the research design is longitudinal, which is a research 

design that is comprehensive in the study of organizational change and learning processes within 

organization studies (Bryman, 2001; Pettigrew, 1990). In the preceding period of data collection we 

have used semi structured interviews, observation, and documents from DKmuni. We have 

conducted 11 interviews of about 60 minutes in length in the first phase of interviewing, and we 

recorded the interviews on a MP3 recorder in waw format prepared for further analysis. The 

participants were in this first phase of interviewing all belonging to the administrative category, 

which had conceived and designed the organizational change program. 30 interviews have been 

planned in the second phase of interviewing that will span agents from all three levels: 

administration, specialist, and practitioners. Two types of observations have been carried out in 

DKmuni. First, we have made non participants observations at meetings at both administrative, 
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specialist, and practitioner’s level in the public organization, where we made notes of the content 

and interaction between participants on an observation scheme (see table 1). Second, we have been 

granted full access to DKmuni, and have been sitting in an open office in the CTA human resource 

development agency under the department for personnel. From this position, we have followed the 

daily routines in DKmuni, and participated in different kinds of activities, as for example, lunch, 

informal talks and meetings in the city hall, new years welcome party, etc. We have in periods been 

sitting 2-4 days per week and are currently in DKmuni 1 day per week. On the basis of this 

ethnographic approach, we have documented our observations in a logbook both during and after 

the specific day  

 Interviews Observations Total I+O 

Administration 11 21 32 

Specialist - 20 20 

Practitioners - 9 9 

All (conferences) - 1 1 

Total 11 49 62 

Table 1. Number and level of interviews and observations 

 

We have collected a substantial amount of documents of different kinds: Agendas and minutes from 

the meetings we have observed; the meetings that went before we entered the field; the analysis and 

following report that made the basis for the organizational changes; the public hearing that were 

conducted in relation to the changes; e-mails and notes; specific Cases; policy documents; 

evaluations from the practitioners of the new practice; and conference papers of the development of 

the joint values. The report that was the end product of the analytical process done by managers and 

human resource personnel from both SA, CTA, and CCA is one of the most significant documents, 

since it articulates the formal plan of why the organizational changes were relevant to implement, 

and what the changes more specifically consisted in.                 
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We have analyzed our data using the qualitative software package, ATLAS.ti version 5.0, which 

helped us structuring the data. Like another popular QDA software program, NVivo, ATLAS.ti is in 

its core idea founded in grounded theory established by Strauss and Corbin (1990).  

We use ATLAS.ti because of its flexibility as regards its import and coding possibilities on other 

than text based data e.g. audio visual material as hard disc recordings, pictures, videos (Lewis, 

2004). In relation to our focus on the re-organizing of practice, we assigned the different kinds of 

data in ATLAS.ti, and made a first categorization of issues and themes by reading, hearing, and 

made an initial coding of the documents, observation schemes, and the interviews in audio digital 

format. In the next phase of the analysis, we synthesized the codes from the first preliminary phase 

into key categories or family codes, which functioned as building blocks for an interpretation of our 

data of the categories two worlds, tensions, the enactment of change and activities, and belonging 

and commitment. It has been relatively straightforward to analyze the content of the policy 

documents in relation to the development and design of the organizational change process together 

with the first phase interview. However, it has been more difficult to assess which meanings were 

embodied in relation to the activities that took place by analyzing the observation schemes and 

logbook without the planned second phase interviews in this longitudinal study. Nevertheless, 

despite of these shortcomings, the observation study has provided us with unique insights as regards 

how processes of organizational changes and learning are ‘lived’ on an operational level with a 

focus on practice. The analysis consists of four sections. First, we give an overall sketch of the 

organizational changes. Second, we attempt to depict the basic conflicts, and elaborate on this in the 

third section with a focus on how the re-organizing of practice was intended to be a reality on an 

operational level. The fourth section is mainly concentrated on the issue of what happened vis-à-vis 

the transformation process of actions on several levels in the public organization.  
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ANALYSIS 

I. The general plot 

DKmuni implemented deep-seated organizational changes the 1 of January 2005. These 

organizational changes were the result of a long development phase which lasted about 2 years prior 

to 2005 and involved a majority of the leading administrative managers, relevant middle managers, 

human resource personnel, and relevant politicians in the analytical and decision processes. The 

administrative management of DKmuni pointed at three primary problems, which provided an 

incentive to organizational changes. The problems were identified to be continuing increased 

expenses, lack of clear insight with regard to the effects of provided services and derived problems 

with management, and finally profound difficulty in the cooperation between the responsible 

administrations, departments, groups, and agents that was in charge of solving the particular Cases.  

The solution to the confronting problems was in a general perspective to put four organizational 

changes into action (figure 2).  

 

Problems 
 
 Increased expenses 

 
 Service effects 

 
 Cooperation  

Solutions 
 
 Joined values 

 
 New organizational 

structure, VIS 
 
 New economy model 

 
 BUM-model 

Implementation plan 
 
 January 1 2005 

 
 New economy model 

juli 1 2005 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Planned organizational changes in DKmuni 

 

First, changes were to create and implement one set of values and assumptions. These values were 

intended to work as guiding principles for all the agents and agencies that conduct activities in 

relation to Cases where children and adolescents are in need of additional support. DKmuni refers 

to these values as ‘joint values’ and they have the purpose of generating a joined understanding of 
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how one should act concerning the solution of Cases. Second, DKmuni formed a new department 

for the more radical actions in the form of removal of the child or adolescents from its natural 

settings, whether this was a special educational institution or a social arrangement. This was the 

earlier mentioned department for visitation or VIS. This new organizational structure and hierarchy 

is a unique feature in the Danish system for children and adolescents with additional support needs 

in its segregation of major actions from FAM or CCA as linked to an independent office. The 

changed organizational structure intended also to strengthen decentralised solutions of less radical 

or minor action based Cases in the general system. Third, VIS was provided with its own 

determined frame of budget for its activities, which induces VIS to closely assess the relation of 

benefit and cost in every Case. Additionally regarding the economic changes, there was generated 

an activity based budget, ‘the money follows the child’, which was intended to stimulate the normal 

system to keep the child in its normal settings. Fourth, there was installed a changed model of how 

VIS should instigate the appropriate arrangement in a particular Case, when an investigation of a 

Case has come to a conclusion. In Denmark this is called the BUM-model, which makes a sharp 

separation of the ones who orders a service, VIS, from the ones who executes the service, the 

special institution and its practitioners, from the ones who receives the service, the citizens 

(child/adolescents). This change is established to secure that DKmuni provides a more objectified 

qualitative service to its citizen. Again, it must be underlined, that the use of the BUM-model is a 

special feature within the field of children and adolescents with additional support needs in 

Denmark, which is an initiative that has been legalised through the new law of social services.    
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II. The basic tension: a sketch of conflicting commitments 

In accordance with our theoretical take off from pragmatism, we identify with relation to our 

understanding of organizations all the activities, language, and artefacts with regard to children and 

adolescents with additional support needs as an arena. An arena consists of different social worlds 

that transact around problematic situations, which in our case are represented by the issues of 

cooperation and control. Furthermore, what make up the social world are its commitments to 

organizational activities, language, and artefacts. To identify the transacting social worlds in the 

case of DKmuni is a complex matter, since they are positioned on both a vertical and horizontal 

level. First, we have on the horizontal level the three administrations or social worlds, SA, CCA, 

and CTA, which have independent commitments to organizational activities with relation to their 

different departments. Second, we have on vertical level five sub-worlds that are represented by the 

politicians, administrative personnel, advisors and case officers, practitioners, and citizens. 

Naturally, the horizontal and vertical levels intersect on relevant issues, and there is basically a 

strong commitment within the vertical sub-worlds and its horizontal social world.  

 

Our data have demonstrated a profound and basic tension or conflict between the social and the 

educative social worlds, which is a pattern that accordingly to the managers of DKmuni, are present 

from the level of the social and educative ministry to the level of social and educative practitioners 

and all the sub worlds in between. In DKmuni the employees on all levels sees this conflict as the 

result of the lack of a joined language. It is expressed that the agents of the two social worlds simply 

talks two different kind of language, which gets empirical supported in the case by an articulated 

lack of joined values, joined actions, joined journal system, and lack of physical proximity to each 

other. With relation to this it must be further underscored, that the two social worlds are subject to 

two different kinds of legislations, which is the law of the Danish folk school and the law of social 
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services. This emphasizes the split between the social and educative world not only with relation to 

values, conceptions, activities, but also in the constitution of the area, which in many ways indicate 

the two world’s possible pattern of commitments. The following is just a small extract from an 

immense number of expressions of the conflict between two different worlds that we have 

experienced in our data analysis of the interviews: 

 

“Fundamentally, we look on our area completely differently, and that our values, when one looks in 

our hearts, are differently, and I think they still are” (IW-4MA).   

 

“…and it is important, when we talk about children and adolescents, and we talk about how we can 

help them, that we understand each other, and that the first doesn’t talks Ghana language and the 

other one Danish” (IW-2MA). 

 

The existence of two different languages within DKmuni with relation to the activities around a 

Case creates from the perspective of the two social worlds two different kinds of meanings and 

commitments ascribed to actions and language in the form of policy documents, communication, 

and artefacts with regard to the activities around a Case. Even though they basically have a fixed 

commitment to help families who have children and adolescents with additional support needs, they 

attach different meanings to this commitment. Hence, there are two basic stories that the two 

different systems impose on each other. The first story is that when viewed from the world of the 

social area, the educative world has a clear one-sided focus on the child. This results in a conception 

of solutions of a Case without including the family, which in the eyes of a member of the social area 

represents a commitment to the activities that is untenable. The second story is that seen from the 

educative world, the social area always implements the family in solutions of Cases, which 

 18



  

sometimes is relevant, but in other Cases are unnecessary. Furthermore, when a Case is send to the 

social area nothing happens, which produce a picture of the social world as a closed system out of 

reach. In 2002 and 2003 the social area or FAM created a massive economic crisis due to the 

increase of the expenses used to removals of children and adolescents from their natural settings. 

The social area solved their economic problems by making fewer removals through a change in 

how they looked at children and adolescents with additional support needs, which was a semantic 

change in how they understood a Case. The changed practice resulted in a pressure downward the 

normal system in CCA. In this change of the meaning of how to deal with Cases and its linked 

change in practice, the conflict between the two worlds was exposed: 

 

“Because we have begun to remove fewer children - we even did send some of the kid’s home - then 

there was more discontent within the school sector in relation to our new way of doing things. 

There have really always been there, they have always said that – much of it is myths – but they 

have always said that we can never reach the social administration, the social advisor…we don’t 

know what they are doing” (IW-4MA).  

 

It is interesting that the managers and other personnel always talk about themselves in the plural 

first person, ‘we’, which implicate a demarcation from the other social area that are often 

characterized as ‘them’. Another central difference in commitment between the two social worlds is 

connected to their different kinds of authority. The social area’ social advisors have a clear authority 

function, which is ascribed to them through the law of social service. They have the power to 

remove a child or adolescent. In opposition to this, the personnel within the educative world have 

no direct ascribed authority, which means that they can not force a removal from the natural 

settings. Hence, in relation to the commitment of authority and power the social world have, with 
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the vocabulary from Foucault (Foucault, 1998), both the right to exercise direct repressive juridico-

political power and the more subtle indirect power, where the educative worlds’ employees simply 

have the right to exercise the more subtle indirect power.   

 

III. The plot thickens: unification across borders 

The outlined basic conflict between the social area and the educative worlds can be compared to 

two civilizations that live accordingly to two opposing values, beliefs, and commitments, and which 

use different language and tools in their existence. An interesting question in our globalized world 

would be how they can cooperate in relation to the solution of a given case that both countries have 

an interest in, however different commitments, e.g. on environmental issues. This was 

metaphorically the problem DKmuni attempted to solve when they implemented the earlier 

presented organizational changes. It has been emphasized in all the policy documents from DKmuni 

related to the issue of the development of the activities of children and adolescents with additional 

support needs that a unification of the social area and the educative social worlds was mandatory for 

an improved economy and management of Cases. So, instead of two conflicting social worlds the 

ambition was to generate one world with one language and one understanding of the trajectories of 

works and activities through improved cooperation between the two conflicting social world. In one 

of the most important policy documents from the end of 2003, the administrative project group 

wrote: 

 

“Joined values don’t ensure a shared understanding of the effort as regards children and 

adolescents with additional support needs within the organization. Joined values are a lift-off for a 

joined practice. It is the unified interpretation of the values, which are crucial for the creation of a 

joined view on children and adolescents” (PD-53ADM). 
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Besides training, courses, and dialogue in different kinds of meetings between the primary agents 

and agencies the administration realised that to transform the values into action they needed to re-

organize the activities and work through a creation and implementation of VIS, the BUM-model, 

and the new economy control. The core meaning with these changes was to create a cooperative 

space where the two social worlds that previously were in charge of both the major and the minor 

actions after the new trajectories of activities only should have their focus on the minor actions (see 

figure 3). In cases of major actions FAM or CCA had to send their Cases to VIS, which was in 

charge of assessing the investigations done by FAM or CCA. VIS has then either the choice of 

sending the Case back to FAM or CCA for further investigation or to follow the conclusion and find 

a proper solution. The movement from a dual to a triadic organization created a different hierarchy 

and relations of power with VIS on the top.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Organizational practice before [I] and after [II] changes. 

FAM 

CCA  

ActionMi 

ActionMa 

ActionMa 

ActionMi 

FAM 

CCA  

ActionMi 

ActionMa 

ActionMi 

VIS 

ActionMa 

[I] [II] 

 

FAM and CCA are forced to do everything they can to solve a Case within the normal system with 

the means they have at their disposal through a joined commitment in relation to Cases. Hence, the 
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focal point was that through improved cooperation the social area and the educative should ensure 

that Cases could be solved avoiding more radical – and expensive – decisions within VIS. This 

organizing of Case trajectories with VIS on top were generated with the purpose of forcing or 

controlling the two primary social worlds within the arena in order to make them act in accordance 

with the joint values – as one social world with fused commitments. As a member of the 

administration said: 

 

“We are able to control the practice around the activities we are doing with the children more 

unproblematic given the joined visitation office, and if they make the visitation in relation to our 

norms (values) then it will be expand downwards in the system, then the practitioner and advisor 

will experience that it doesn’t matter what I mean, since they just don’t buy it up there” (IW-7MA). 

 

“It could be a threat if I were afraid of the visitation office wouldn’t follow the values in a sufficient 

degree. It is obvious that if they, in relation to the decisions in the specific cases don’t support the 

values, then it is a major threat on the whole system” (IW-8MA).  

 

The function of VIS are giving immense importance in the realization of the unification of the two 

conflicting social worlds as they must give ‘life’ to the meanings that reside in the joined values 

through the actions and assessments in the particularly Case. Hence, VIS must provide the basis for 

the emerging of a joined language and a merger of commitments between agents and agencies 

within the two social worlds, especially in its meanings ascribed to artefacts such as law, policy 

documents, journal system, and actions in the specific Cases. We try to illustrate the functionality of 

VIS in its attempt and assignment to approximate the two conflicting social worlds in figure 4. 
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Figure 4. The function of VIS in creating an approximation between SW1 and SW2.  
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An important analytical insight to the understanding of the placement of VIS and more deeply of 

the process and transactive character of organizational changes understood as events is that it was 

originally intended to be placed within one of the two social worlds. However, after a public 

enquiry in which the feedback was extremely harsh, especially from the school sector, it was 

decided to place VIS in a neutral administrative part. The educative world could simply not accept 

if VIS was placed in the social world and vice versa.  

 

IV. The re-organizing of practice: creation of one world, one practice 

Our data of meetings in which Cases and activities with reference to Cases were discussed both in 

general and on a more specific level demonstrates that the intended organizational changes focusing 

on improved cooperation or a more effective way of acting during the first 1 ½ year was not able to 

generate a corresponding change on an operational level. In spite of the installation of VIS and the 

other mentioned new elements, the two social worlds’ managers, specialists, and practitioners 

continued to act and ascribe meaning related to Cases as they were used to. Naturally they were 

acquainted with the changes within their arena, but it had a hard time being operationalized as we 

display in an extract from an observation (see box 1 next page).  
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OB-79PRAC  
Event District meeting between all the core actors as regards children and adolescents with 

additional support needs in district X  
Meeting level Practitioners (15) 
Content A group of all the practitioners in district X meets two times each year to meet each other, 

to get to know each others competencies, so the implementation of the new organizing of 
how to act cooperative in Cases on practitioners level can be optimized. This practice is 
focused on ad hoc gathering of core actors in a specific Case, which isn’t how they have 
being acting before the changes. There was in the end of the meeting a drastic debate 
around the new way of acting, which a majority said they did not follow. NN said that there 
had been similar problems in other district, and in one district they had to call one of the 
managers from CCA to help explain.  

Building blocks 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

ACT1school 

How do we work with Cases? 
Meeting leader 

You have to summon the 
relevant specialist from the 
district in an ad hoc group 
and always include the 
family 

Meeting leader 

Well, you just have to  

ACT1school et al 

This is not a practice that we 
have followed [ACT1,2,..15 
agrees] 

ACTall 
- Lots of informal small talk 
concerning the issue 

 

Box 1. 

 

Even though the meeting leader says ‘you just have to’ the changes both on administrative and 

practitioners level has not been a fully operationalized practice in DKmuni within the first period of 

the implementation process. The arena has not created or generated a joined practice, a joined 

language in one world even though of the analyzed design. However, it would be a forged 

assumption to assume that nothing has happened. All the elements in the two social worlds have 

sharpened the conflicting events between the two worlds, but just have not been able to overcome 

the problematic situations in the first period after the implementation of the plan for how to 

organizing actions. The focus on ‘cooperation’ and ‘two worlds’ have contributed to a more open 

and clear designation of the conflict and what this conflict consists in, which has exposed to the 

actors and agencies within this arena that they have different commitments, values, beliefs, actions, 
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etc,. Actors and agencies within the arena have transacted on each other in relation to the new 

situation, but the transactions between SW1 and SW2 have not been able to overcome shortcomings 

in the context of the continuing organizing of a new practice. Thus, the re-organizing or 

transformation of practice in our case have not got the best possibilities of success when the overall 

organization or settings are maintained vis-à-vis two social worlds and a installation of a control 

element, VIS. In relation to this a manager said at a meeting:  

 

“In earlier times, the conflict was between FAM and primary the school area, now the conflict is 

between VIS and FAM, VIS and School, and between VIS and day care institutions” (OB-72ADM).  

  

The installation of VIS has not resolved the conflict within the arena, but has moved the conflict 

and given it a new composition. Before, there was the deep seating conflict between the social and 

educative world. After the changes the problem of cooperation still exists, but has been 

differentiated as to the decision of how an investigation of a Case should be solved. This tension is 

no more in the hands of the two worlds, but that does not mean that is has vaporized. The 

introduction of a third social world has made the arena and situations more complex with regard to 

the organization of activities in DKmuni with other commitments than the two others.    

 

Through our observations and interviews several contextual issues has emerged to the surface in 

relation to the question of how practice on the different levels are transformed or re-organized. Our 

case has shown a strong regularity of routines and habits in the specific activities the different actors 

and agencies have been engaged in. However, the issues of space, time, and tools in combination 

with the already implemented organizational changes have been articulated as something that could 

create a context and setting where a transformation of the organizing of actions could emerge. The 
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reason for our presentation of space, time, and tools as important contextual topics in the 

transformation of practice in DKmuni are supported partly by our observations and partly by a 

recent development in the case study. The management has completely re-organized the basic 

setting in the organizational change design. All the social worlds that are engaged in activities or 

have commitments in relation to children and adolescents with additional support needs are from 

January 1 2007 placed in one administration, the Administration for Children and Culture. A 

process has in the spring of 2006 been initiated, the process of a joined organized administration for 

children and adolescents with additional support needs in which FAM and VIS are fused with PPR 

and the rest of CCA. This has created a positive and constructive atmosphere in the transactions 

between the different components within the area, which has come to the front in recent meetings 

on administrative level (see box 2).  

OB-82ADM  
Event Meeting between the members of the committee for visitation 
Meeting level Administration (4) 
Content A forum for the leading actors within the area of major action that consist of the 

manager of VIS, the managers of the schools and day care institutions, and the 
manager of FAM. They were at the third issue on the agenda, evaluating cooperation 
within the arena, suddenly the manager of FAM and school began to discuss cooperation 
and what to do to improve it. They arranged a meeting on this issue.   

Building 
blocks  

 

 
 
 
 
 

MA1FAM 

How do we get linked to 
Cases from schools? I think 
that we are lacking this in 
our cooperation? We must 
avoid having anything to do 
with VIS. 

MA1School 

Yes, the head teacher are 
not acquainted with the new 
way of doing things  

MA1school 
I agree, we have to tighten 
our cooperation and to 
create experience with how 
to use the new practice  

MA1FAM 

What about producing a 
systematic model for our 
cooperation with the school 
department? 

MA1FAM 
Super. This is something 
FAM really wants to 
contribute to! 

 

Box 2.  
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It is difficult to theoretically define ‘space’ but in DKmuni it signifies a sort of event or transactive 

relation that embraces both physical and sociological distinctions. The distance between actors is an 

important condition for the re-organizing of practice within DKmuni since it generates a feeling of 

belonging. It has been expressed several times both in interviews and from observations that the 

distance between the two worlds as well between actors within the particularly world really has a 

central meaning for a cooperative organizing of work: 

 

“It is a large municipality…to get out in all corners in the day care and school sector where they 

have the children, there is a really great distance, and one can say, that here we are also a large 

group of employees, but our employees have the concrete Case and are able to discuss the Case, 

but in the schools they are sitting with the kids, almost day and night, so they are not as tolerant as 

we are” (IW-8MA).  

  

“We have this problem that FAM has maybe 30-40-50 employees that have to follow the new 

organization, but we have 2000, and how can we create room for dialogue, together with FAM, and 

there is no doubt that they have to be a part of this dialogue” (IW-7MA).  

 

The members of the social area have not got any feeling of belonging to the educative area and vice 

versa since the space they share is almost a virtual space that only gets concrete when people are 

gathered in meetings or activities, which often is together with actors that are members of the same 

social world. Another issue within the concept of space is the size of the different social worlds. 

VIS is a small office of 10 persons; FAM consists of 50 employees; while the educative area has 

about 2000. Another central issue between the social and educative world is time. The educative 
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area follows a yearly time schedule that has two important dates, June 1 and August 1, where FAM 

or the social area follows the budget year for DKmuni. We have again a dichotomy between a 

school founded time and a budget founded time plan that generates two different kinds of rhythms 

in the organizing of activities. In a first evaluation of the implementation process this was one of the 

main problems in re-organizing practice between the two worlds, and is something that are about to 

be solved in the fusion of the agencies within the CCA administration. Finally, the two social 

worlds have had different commitments as regards the use of IT-journal system. One department 

have been using one system, and another department a different system, which have produced 

problems of interchanging information and hereby making the solution and investigation of a Case 

more effective and consistent.  

 

“It is difficult that things have been done in three different ways, and you have to take over a Case. 

If there had been some general guidelines for how we should record a Case, make a notice, it would 

have been much easier to transfer a Case, and this has not been the Case, there is immense 

differences, and again, that express how do one do ones job and also how one thinks” (IW-2MA). 

 

Further, the members of the two social worlds have clearly expressed that the application of one IT-

system was one of the strongest criteria for the transformation of two languages into one language 

and creating one practice.  

 

Wittgenstein once said that ‘the meaning of a word is its use in the language’ (Wittgenstein, 2001, 

no.43). Thus, even though we have observed that the conditions of space and belonging, time and 

rhythm, and the use of one tool play a significant role when focusing on the re-organizing of 

practice in our case study, it is still the use or actions within the given context that generates the 
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meanings within the investigated case. It is only in a social context together with artefacts that the 

used words are given a meaning, and in DKmuni the re-organizing of practice as we have seen it, is 

still lacking.  

      

CONCLUSION 

 

In the paper, we sat out to answer two questions, which were both centered on the problem of plan 

or intention versus what happens on the level of actions or operation in relation to the re-organizing 

of a specific organizational practice. We first asked why a top-down implemented plan for a 

renewal of a specific organisational practice was not enacted on an operational level. Our 

interpretation demonstrated that even though comprehensive organizational structural changes had 

been made and implemented vis-à-vis the structural triadic outline for the activities in relation to 

Cases, these changes did not handle the basic tensional relation between the two central social 

worlds, i.e. the social worlds of the social and the educative area. The structural changes did not 

connect to the two social world’s commitments and belongings linked to the issues of space, time, 

and tools, which our interpretation of data shows are significant conditions for the creation of a joint 

social world with a joint language and practice.  

 

Secondly, we asked how it is possible to understand the enacted organizational changes when they 

were not a rigorous transfer from plan to action. We have observed that a re-organizing of practice 

can not be enforced into organisational life and work exclusively by the functionality of one 

component, VIS – a top-down managed design. This conclusion has exposed that the principle of a 

transformation of practice that departs from a mechanistic or causal understanding of changes are 

severely constrained. Instead, our interpretation opened up for another understanding of the 

processes of change and learning in organizations, namely one founded on the principle of 
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transaction rather than a matter of cause and effect. A transactional understanding of the unfolding 

of the re-organization of the practice of DKmuni is focussed upon practice understood as an event 

or relation, which is dependent upon the operations and actions enacted within the relation rather 

than an understanding of practice as an entity or something absolute. Hence, it is the events within 

the transactional process that may contribute to the re-organizing of practice.  

 

Thus, our interpretation of DKmuni has so far unlocked another way of understanding the data in 

our case study, which not conclude that ‘nothing has happened’ with regard to the transformation of 

practice. Rather, we have depicted the re-organization of DKmuni as a dynamic process, which has 

opened up for and actualized new situations and as such posed new questions to the case of 

DKmuni, which are highly relevant given the recent organisational developments in the 

organisation.    
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