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This study explores collaborative development of technology among distinct
internal organizations of a high-technology corporation. Four research questions guided
this ethnographic case study: (1) How do organizational members participate in
collaborative actions in the context of a corporate strategy to collaborate? (2) How does
the organizational discourse frame participants’ collaborative actions? (3) How do
participants pursue their collaborative goals when they are members of previously
distinct organizations? (4) How do participants’ communicative actions influence their
collective sensemaking during their collaboration? Participant-observation, interviewing,
and document analysis were used as methods in this study. The theory of complex
adaptive systems and a sensemaking perspective of organizational action guided the
interpretation of ethnographic data. Organizational identity emerged as an interpretive
framework during fieldwork and was used to analyze routine events and non-routine
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episodic instances during one year in the collaborative development across different
locations of distinct organizations within a corporate structure.
Findings indicated that collaboration was influenced by participants’ sense of
organizational identity and by the ambiguity of this sense of identity when participants
from distinct organizations engaged in collaboration. Images of organizational others in
the corporate structure, formal patterns of connections among participants, and official
organizational discourse imposed constraints on participants’ collective sensemaking.
The communicative function of the program manager role became one of facilitating
collective sensemaking. Findings indicated that construction of a shared sense of
organizational identity and the ability to facilitate this shared sense are significant aspects
of collaborative development.
This study contributes to the theories of organizational communication and
behavior by examining the centrality of representing and negotiating identity for the
process of organizing. Findings of this research suggest a synthesis among the concepts
of identity, sensemaking, and complexity of social action. This study makes a
methodological contribution by using complexity theory as an interpretive framework for
ethnographic analysis and by exploring the epistemological parallelism between
interpretive research and studies of complex adaptive systems. This work describes
communicative dynamics of collaboration and has implications for organizations
collaborating for the development of technological innovation.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

COLLABORATION IN TECHNOLOGY DEVELOPMENT
Technology development organizations commonly undertake collaborative
initiatives and share efforts in knowledge production in order to stay ahead of changing
competitive threats (Browning, Beyer, & Shetler, 1995). Large corporations engaged in
technology development try to stay profitable by making the best use of their existing
knowledge base through collaborative initiatives among their internal organizations.
Inter-organizational collaboration is a term that is most commonly used to indicate
business alliances between separately existing organizations (Smith, Carroll, & Ashford,
1995). Collaboration among the internal organizations of a large corporation is a kind of
inter-organizational collaboration, where internal organizations come together across
their distinct geographic, social, political, cultural, and informational boundaries within
the corporation.
The predominant model of inter-organizational collaboration in technology
development has been based on the need to combine existing technical competencies
within distinct organizations in order to create innovation, which translates into high
profits for the collaborative enterprise (Christiansen & Vendelø, 2003). In this model,
collaboration is driven by the motivation to create an innovative product and is
undertaken because participants acknowledge the need to join their knowledge bases for
success in their market. One assumption behind this model is that collaboration would
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sustain to create successful results when participating organizations have the necessary
technical competencies and are motivated by the need to create a leading edge product.
What this model ignores is that the sustainability of collaboration among internal
organizations, which used to exist separately within a large corporation, depends on how
members of these organizations interpret, respond to, and enact jointly. Collaboration is
achieved as an act of sensemaking (Weick, 1995) within the context of joint
organizational action among participating organizations. According to Weick’s
sensemaking framework (Weick, 1993, 1995, 2001), organizational action is an ongoing
accomplishment that emerges from efforts to create order and make retrospective sense of
what occurs. In this framework, collaboration will sustain itself so long as participating
organizations are able to create a shared sense of their actions as part of their
collaborative enterprise. Weick’s insight calls for attention to factors other than technical
competence and motivation as significant determinants of sustainable collaboration.
In a large technology development corporation, when decision-makers agree on
the need for their internal organizations to collaborate in order to “stay ahead in the
game,” a corporate initiative for collaboration is formulated and communicated to
participating internal organizations in various forums. These organizations are then
summoned to engage in implementing this initiative. As the predominant model of
collaboration would suggest, after the decision point, the implementation is expected to
follow linear steps towards the achievement of the common goal—a highly profitable and
innovative product, given that participating organizations are composed of individuals
who have the competence and motivation to achieve this goal. The implementation
2

process is designed to realize a linear progression of milestones based on the
development phases of the collaborative product.

CONTEXT OF THIS STUDY
This study investigates organizational and communicative activity during the
collaborative development of a high-end server program, Royal Fleet PT+, between two
previously distinct organizations within the structure of a large technology corporation
Deep Purple.1 In this chapter, I will give some background information about these two
organizations2 and explain my introduction to the issues of collaboration by one
organizational member. I will also provide the rationale for conducting my analysis as an
ethnographic case study, using two interrelated interpretive frameworks—organizational
sensemaking and the theory of organizations as complex adaptive systems.
Deep Purple is a large technology development corporation with development and
research facilities across the world. In the early 1990s, the server development division
of Deep Purple was facing a decision to “buy or build” microprocessor technology that
would help create the next generation servers for the growing UNIX market. In 1996,
Deep Purple Corporate Headquarters chartered a task force, Purple Ribbon, to evaluate
options for developing a new microprocessor. When members of the Purple Ribbon Task
Force decided to build the new microprocessor themselves, instead of going to another
developer, objectives were established to create a hardware development program that
would create the microprocessor for an innovative high-end UNIX-based server system,
1

All names used in this text are pseudonyms.
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Royal Fleet PT. This program was declared as the “#1 Project” of the Deep Purple server
development division.
The development of the Royal Fleet PT microprocessor and the rest of the
“system stack” were to be done as a joint effort between two Deep Purple development
organizations, which continued to build and sell their distinct product lines. One of these
organizations was located in a mid-size Southwestern city in the US, Hotville, which was
one of the central locales of the high-tech boom of the early 90s. The server product line
developed by this organization, Hot-Boxes, was known in the market for “high
(hardware) performance” and held the third place in the UNIX market before 1996. The
customer base for this product line included the US Defense Department and
international scientific research institutions. The other participating organization in the
development of Royal Fleet PT was located in a small Midwestern town in the US,
Snowfield, where the major sources of employment were computer development, dairy
farming, and a large medical center. The product line from Snowfield, Cool-Boxes,
produced server systems that were leading their market with their software applications
and appealed to a customer base of small to mid-size businesses. Royal Fleet PT was to
be the first collaborative product of these two development organizations and was
expected to accomplish a big step in realizing the corporate decision to establish
“commonality” between distinct product lines within Deep Purple.
I was introduced to the story of developing “the breakthrough server” Royal Fleet
PT, when I read a research proposal, partly written by the director of hardware program
2 The sources for this background information include notes from formal presentations by organizational
members about their development “adventure” in forums within and outside of the corporation during my
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management for the Royal Fleet “family of servers.” This proposal raised a set of issues
concerning the Deep Purple initiative to converge distinct product lines within the server
development division:
“[Deep Purple]’s customers find the multitude of options
difficult to position and are prone to [the competitor’s]
“one server serves all” propaganda. While there is
definitely strength in a multi-tiered offering, it reduces
focus. [Deep Purple]’s […] strategy is geared towards
better integration of the overall server attributes without
cutting off the existing loyal customer base.
The [Deep Purple server development division] is geared
towards commonality on the articulation of problems,
[whereby Hot-Boxes and Cool-Boxes product lines] share
development efforts. However, what is not common is the
determination of the best option for the customer. All
brands are still aiming at the broad spectrum of customer
requirements, with none of them being able to fulfill all of
them.”

The proposal requested the development of insights into the “organizational
complexity” involved in the collaboration between the Hotville and Snowfield
organizations. On May 14, 2001, I began my summer internship in the Hotville research
lab. In this internship, I was supposed to assist in conducting a research project,
sponsored by the hardware program management organization in Hotville, investigating
the “organizational complexity” created by the convergence of distinct Deep Purple
product lines.3 In my first face-to-face meeting with the director of hardware program
management, he gave me his view on how the division-wide commonality initiative had
fieldwork.
3 This summer internship led to a three-year residence with the Hotville development organization, part of
which became the basis for this study. I would like to thank a research program within Deep Purple—
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complicating, and sometimes, paralyzing effects on the day-to-day operations of the
program management organization. He said to me, “I would like to know whether we are
making our life more complicated than it needs to be and what we can do to reduce
complexity in our organization.” He had one other concern that he asked me to keep in
mind, “I will be happy if you can figure out how I can find more time to play golf!” I
began conducting observations for this study with a lead from a set of questions—the
question about golf aside—which the proposal raised as potential focal questions for this
sponsored project. This initial set of questions, my observations of organizational life and
my interactions with organizational members in Hotville led to the formulation of my
research questions.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS
This study examines everyday organizational and communicative activity
between two previously distinct organizations of a large corporation, as these
organizations collaborate to develop an innovative product. The goal is to understand the
processes that influence the collaborating members’ ability to make sense of their joint
actions. With this goal in perspective, the following research questions guide this study:
RQ1: How do organizational members participate in
collaborative actions in the context of a corporate strategy
to collaborate?
RQ2: How does the organizational discourse frame
participants’ collaborative actions?
RQ3: How do participants pursue their collaborative goals
when they are members of previously distinct
organizations?
which needs to remain unnamed for reasons of methodological integrity—and the IC2 Institute for their
connective roles in the realization of this work.
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RQ4: How do participants’ communicative actions
influence their collective sensemaking during their
collaboration?

My analysis specifically focuses on the communicative processes that members
use to represent their organizational identity as they interpret, respond to, and engage in
joint actions. A case about two previously distinct organizations, collaborating under the
roof of a large corporation, shows how organizational actors negotiate the meaning of
their actions 1) as members of two distinct internal organizations, and 2) as collaborators
working towards a common goal. The insights from this specific case highlight
phenomena that are at play in other instances of inter-organizational relations, where
there is a concern for establishing sustainable collaboration.

SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS STUDY
This study was begun with a problem that was voiced from inside an organization
(Czarniawska-Joerges, 1992) about the collaborative development of an innovative
technology product. “Why is it so difficult for us to collaborate when we have a clear and
explicit strategy?” is a real question that comes up when organizations participate in
collaborative relations to improve their performance by forming collective strategies in
highly competitive markets. From the perspective of forming collective strategies to
survive in a competitive environment, collaboration is a matter of leveraging existing
resources by pooling and transferring these resources among partners (Hardy, Phillips, &
Lawrence, 2003). This view gives us insights to investigate questions of efficiency in
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strategic alliances between organizations. Questions of sustainability, however, require a
different perspective for examining inter-organizational collaboration.
This study explores complex social processes that participants use to sustain their
joint organizational actions. Complex social processes—building a shared identity, or
working through trust-based networks among managers, or teamwork—are organizationspecific processes that develop over time, and they can be exceedingly difficult to
understand and to cultivate in collaborative innovation (Besser, 1996; Kanter, Kao, &
Wiersema, 1997; Zell, 1997). Organizational theorists have come to view these processes
as the most likely sources of sustained competitive advantage for organizations (Whetten
& Godfrey, 1998). According to the view of collaboration as a social process,
collaboration is an ongoing communicative accomplishment between different groups of
stakeholders who struggle to define a collection of concepts to sustain their interaction
(Lawrence, Phillips, & Hardy, 1999).
Following this view, this study proposes a framework of collaboration as an act of
sensemaking among participants who negotiate shared understandings of issues, interests,
and identities to sustain their joint organizational actions. This interpretive study follows
research that examines organizations as discursive constructions (Fairhurst & Putnam,
2004), which has continuously grown as a line of research in the study of organizationalcommunicative life (Taylor, Flanagin, Cheney, & Seibold, 2001). This research focuses
on acts of sensemaking among participants in collaborative development and responds to
the call for in-depth investigations of the “struggle with sense” (Wallemacq & Sims,
1998) in organizations. The goal is to provide insights into the communicative dynamics
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of collaborative action as well as giving a thick description (Geertz, 1973) of complex
social processes that “make or break” the core of competitive advantage for collaborating
organizations.

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACH
The context and history of organizational actions shape the ways participants
interpret, respond to, and enact shared understandings of these actions in order to sustain
their collaboration. Case study is the examination of particularity and complexity of a
single case to understand its activity within important circumstances (Stake, 1995). The
qualitative case study provides researchers with the necessary narrative tools to present
everyday phenomena in key episodes or testimonies, through the investigator’s direct
interpretation, and reveal different aspects of organizational action in its contextual
richness.
There are many possible ways of studying organizational action. Studies of
organizational action, which analyze how members create a shared sense as they navigate
through the complex social processes of their joint activity, should be based on
assumptions of complexity. According to the view of organizations as complex adaptive
systems, organizational action emerges from nonlinear patterns of interactions among
agents whose trajectories self-organize and co-evolve over time. These trajectories may
result in significantly different end points due to slight changes in their initial conditions.
The fundamental characteristics of complex adaptive systems—nonlinearity, emergence,
co-evolution, and self-organization—require a research design that enables the
investigation of social processes in their sequentiality as well as in their holistic and
9

contextual integrity over time, if the purpose of the investigation is to understand aspects
of their complexity.
This is an ethnographic case study. It gives a holistic and context-specific account
of everyday organizational life in the collaborative development of an innovative
technology product. This study is designed as an ethnographic case study, because
ethnographic narrative analysis allows the researcher to explain connections among
different sets of observations as well as connections between observations and concepts
used for their fit with the context of organizational action (Stewart, 1998). Through a
thick description (Geertz, 1973) of these connections, the researcher can demonstrate not
only the sequentiality and contextuality of social processes but also the interplay between
the concepts through which these processes are enacted in everyday organizational life.

OVERVIEW OF CHAPTERS
In the next chapter, I will provide a review of the literatures on organizational
sensemaking and the view of organizations as complex adaptive systems. I will also
explain different approaches to organizational identity and discuss this concept as a
fundamental component of organizational sensemaking. In chapter three, I will give a
detailed description of my methods of data collection and analysis and discuss
epistemological issues that come to surface with the use of these methods. In the fourth
chapter, I will provide some background on the study setting and describe a significant
event in this setting that guided my ethnographic sensemaking and use of organizational
identity as an interpretive framework. In chapter 5, I will present my analysis of field data
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based on my observations in the field setting. In chapter 6, I will discuss the findings of
this study, propose a model of collaborative action based on my interpretive analysis, and
finally, I will present the implications and conclusions from this study.
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Chapter 2: A Review of the Literatures on Organizational Identity,
Collective Sensemaking, and Organizations as Complex Adaptive
Systems

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
This chapter will present an overview of the literature on the concept of
organizational identity in the study of organizational communication and organizational
behavior. The overview of the literature on organizational identity will be followed by a
discussion on the sensemaking model of organizational action. Sensemaking will be
discussed as a theoretical framework that is specifically useful in interpretive research on
organizations through the analysis of organizational discourse. This chapter will also
introduce the fundamental concepts of the framework of organizations as complex
adaptive systems. The final section of the chapter integrates the theoretical relationships
among identity, sensemaking, and complexity.

ORGANIZATIONAL IDENTITY: AN OVERARCHING FRAMEWORK IN THE STUDY OF
ORGANIZATIONS
The significance of organizational identity in the social life of organizations is a
common area of interest between research in organizational communication and research
in organizational behavior. Research on identity in organizational communication
originated from Burke (1937)’s concept of self as a “combination of partially conflicting
corporate ‘we’s” (p. 264) and focused on the rhetorical devices that organizational
12

members use to manage their identifications among multiple membership categories in
organizations (Cheney, 1983a, 1983b, 1991; Cheney & Tompkins, 1987).
Communication research has investigated how members build conceptual bridges
between distinct membership categories in organizations through discursive processes in
face-to-face and virtual settings (Sass & Canary, 1991; Scott, 1997, 1999; Walther,
1996). Scott et al (1998) developed a structurational framework, defining organizational
identification as members’ acts (agency) to represent their belonging to certain
membership categories (identity structures)—like “manager” or “working mother.” In
this framework, organizational identity becomes a fluid structure that is the medium and
outcome of communicative activity—a là Giddens (1984)’s concept of the duality of
structure—and is shaped by processes of identification. Others using this framework
include those who have investigated how communicative activity patterns shape multiple
identity structures in organizations (Kuhn & Nelson, 2002) and how members negotiate
among these identity structures (Larson & Pepper, 2003).
Identity as an individual-level construct from social psychology has been a
constant research interest in the social sciences. As an organizational-level construct,
identity has gained significant interest among students of organizational life over the last
couple of decades.4 Scholarship on the identity of organizations goes back to Albert and
Whetten (1985)’s seminal paper, which defined organizational identity as what is central,
distinctive, and enduring about an organization. Dutton and Dukerich (1991) built upon
this definition and showed how organizational identity (members’ sense of what is
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central, distinctive, and enduring about their organization) and organizational image
([members’ sense of] what outsiders take to be central, distinctive, and enduring about an
organization) guide the members’ interpretations of an issue and motivations for action.
Others used the framework that Dutton and Dukerich (1991) developed to understand
how organizations and their environments interrelate over time through organizational
identity and image. Gioia and Thomas (1996) argued that during organizational change,
members’ perceptions of identity and image are key to their sensemaking concerning
which organizational actions are threats and which actions are opportunities as well as
how members interpret these actions to be strategic or political. Kogut and Zander (1996)
argued that coordination, communication, and learning in organizations take place within
the organizational context of shared identities, where explicit and tacit rules for these
actions emerge.
In the last decade, organizational identity has continued to grow as an area of
interest in research on organizations.5 Researchers have questioned Albert and Whetten
(1985)’s definition of organizational identity for its implications of inherent stability and
showed that organizational members seek to maintain a dynamic consistency, rather than
stability, in their actions to answer the question, “Who are we and what are we doing as
an organization?” (Whetten & Godfrey, 1998).6 Current studies focused on the
relationship of organizational identity to organizational change and adaptation (Gioia,
4

For a discussion on the shift from individual to organizational level of analysis in the study of identity in
communication studies, please refer to (Christensen & Cheney, 1994; Czarniawska-Joerges, 1994; Levitt &
Nass, 1994).
5 A special topic forum in the Academy of Management Review showed recent research on how and why
identity and identification processes matter in organizations. For an introduction to this special forum,
please see (Albert, Ashforth, & Dutton, 2000).
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Schultz, & Corley, 2000; Margolis & Hansen, 2002), competitive advantage and strategy
(Ashforth & Mael, 1996; Fiol, 2001; Stimpert, Gustafson, & Sarason, 1998), power and
control (Alvesson & Willmott, 2002; Martin, 2002; Smith & Keyton, 2001), and
organizational culture, reputation, and image (Hatch & Schultz, 1997, 2002; Leitch,
1999; Parker, 2000). The ongoing scholarly debate on organizational identity included
arguments over its usefulness as a construct to investigate social behavior in and of
organizations (Cornelissen, 2002; Gioia, Schultz, & Corley, 2002; Haslam, Postmes, &
Ellemers, 2003).
A significant amount of research on organizational identity has investigated
discursive processes of identification among organizational members. Researchers
interested in organizational identification processes examined how members construct
and select images to maintain the continuity of their organizational identity (Bartel, 2001;
Dutton, Dukerich, & Harquail, 1994) and to manage their membership in multipleidentity organizations (Foreman & Whetten, 2002). Organizational identification research
has also focused on members’ use of rhetorical techniques to guide themselves (Fiol,
2002) and to engage in practices like sensegiving and sensebreaking (Pratt, 2000) during
organizational transformation. These investigations showed how organizational identity
and its cousin concept (Whetten & Godfrey, 1998) organizational image shape and are
shaped by social interactions among members of organizations.
The link between organizational identity and culture (Fiol, Hatch, & GoldenBiddle, 1998) has been a significant topic of interest in the investigation of organizational

6

For a comprehensive overview of different perspectives about organizational identity from three different
research paradigms—functionalist, interpretive, and postmodern—please see (Bouchikhi et al., 1998).
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identity and identification. Hatch and Schultz (1997, 2002) have argued that the relation
of organizational identity to culture and image is fundamental for understanding the
definitions of identity from within and outside an organization. According to Hatch and
Schultz (2002), organizational identity is constructed as an “ongoing conversation
between organizational culture and organizational images” (p. 991). Members construct
the identity of their organization through processes of identification as they understand
and explain themselves as an organization. Figure 2.1 is adopted from Hatch and Schultz
(2002) and shows the interplay among mirroring, reflecting, expressing, and impressing
as four distinct processes of organizational identification:

Identity expresses
cultural understandings

Culture

Identity

Reflecting embeds
identity in culture

Figure 2.1

Identity mirrors the
images of others

Image

Expressed identity leaves
impressions on others

The organizational identity dynamics model.

Based on this model, Hatch and Schultz (2002) describe organizational identity as
the result of members’ cultural self-expressions about who they are and what they do as
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an organization. The images that various stakeholders have about the organization are
mirrored in these expressions. The identity that is being shaped by the processes of
expressing and mirroring is then reflected against the culture of the organization through
members’ communicative acts. Members’ communicative construction of their
organization’s identity is also impressed on the image of the organization among the
stakeholders. Organizational identity becomes a structure that is continually created,
sustained, and changed through the double-feedback cycle of these processes and
provides a dynamic consistency for organizational activity.
Structurational and dynamic models define organizational identity as a fluid and
emergent structure that is situated in the social context of interactions among
organizational members. Cheney and Christensen (2001) argue that the fluid and
emergent nature of organizational identity leads to two persistent problems for
organizations: drawing boundaries between an organization and others—however those
others are defined—and communicating at least somewhat consistently to many different
audiences. Efforts to design a comprehensive grammar of interaction rules for the
construction of organizational identity become unrealistic, even among the members of a
single organization (Parker, 2000). The difficulty of designing such a grammar is
significantly visible in the study of collaboration between organizations, where part of the
so-called boundaries between the organizations are deliberately blurred and discursive
processes of identification among the participants are historically grounded in distinct
organizational identities.
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Identity-in-Practice as a Dynamic Structure for Joint Action
Identity as a fluid and emergent structure is a fundamental concept in the
literature on communities of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991). The framework of
communities of practice is a growing line of research in organizational culture, learning,
and design (Contu & Willmott, 2000; Yanow, 2000). It has introduced the view of
organizations as communities of practice and brought an understanding of communities
of practice within organizations (Gongla & Rizzuto, 2001; Wenger, 1998, 2000).
Communities of practice can simply be described as collections of individuals coming
together to develop capabilities and knowledge to engage in a given practice—like
teaching or engineering. Communities of practice are distinct from both formal work
groups and informal networks in terms of their membership, purpose, and scope.7
Communities of practice are made up of members who usually select themselves to come
together to build and exchange knowledge, because they share a passion, commitment,
and identification with a particular repertoire of knowledge and with the practice of this
knowledge (Wenger & Snyder, 2000). Wenger (1998) describes the emergence of
identity among the participants involved in the joint activity context of a practice as
follows:
[I]dentity in practice arises out of an interplay of
participation and reification. As such, it is not an object, but
a constant becoming. … As we go through a succession of
forms of participation, our identities form trajectories.
…[The concept of trajectory is useful to understand how:]
•

Identity is fundamentally temporal;

7

For a snapshot comparison among communities of practice, formal work groups, project teams, and
informal networks, please see (Wenger & Snyder, 2000).
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•

The work of identity is ongoing;

•

Because it is constructed in social contexts, the
temporality of identity is more complex than a
linear notion of time;

•

Identities are defined with respect to the interaction
of multiple convergent and divergent trajectories
(pp. 153-154).

According to this definition, the shared identity of participants involved in a joint
activity is an ongoing construction that emerges from the nonlinear interactions among
participants across multiple convergent and divergent trajectories. Organizational identity
as an ongoing construction among participants, who constantly negotiate its definition in
their nonlinear interactions, is at the basis of an organization’s adaptive instability.
According to Gioia et al (2000), adaptive instability gives an organization the ability to
change while keeping connected to its central values. The concept of adaptive instability
contains an inherent tension between an organization’s conflicting requirements for longterm success and its need to adapt quickly in turbulent environments. This tension is an
important part of maintaining a collaborative enterprise among participants from
previously distinct organizations within a corporate structure. Adaptive instability can
shift to disequilibrium during the period of de-identification (Fiol, 2002) in this
collaborative enterprise. During this period, the present framework of distinct
organizational identities no longer works and the framework of a shared organizational
identity needs to be established. This is one of the fundamental challenges for technology
organizations that engage in collaborative development in turbulent environments
(Browning & Shetler, 2000). This challenge is the subject matter of this study.
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This Study’s Focus on Organizational Identity
This study investigates the organizational and communicative actions of
participants in collaborative project development within a large high-technology
corporation. The collaborative project development investigated in this study takes place
in the context of a strategic initiative to develop a common family of products among
internal development organizations, which have previously been producing different
product lines within the corporation. On the surface of this initiative, developing a
common family of products within the corporation is a question of creating technical
convergence among previously distinct product lines. A deeper examination of the
organizational life in and around this initiative shows that maintaining this collaborative
enterprise depends on the participants’ ability to engage in joint actions across distinct
geographic, cultural, historical, and structural landscapes of organizations with distinct
identities. The goal of this study is to understand the role of organizational identity in
how participants from previously distinct organizations make collective sense of and
maintain their collaborative actions.
Lawrence et al (1999) argue that the collaborative relationship between
participants from distinct organizations depends on a working level of agreement
between the participants with respect to:
(a) What issue is collaboration intended to address?
(b) What interests should be represented in the
collaboration? and
(c) Who should represent those interests? (p. 488).
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Lawrence et al (1999) continue to argue that the answer to the first question above
can generally be found in the formal organizational accounts of the collaborative
enterprise, which construct the world-as-is to be problematic and call for action. In this
study, the market-driven need for technical convergence among the company’s distinct
product lines is the general formal account of the issue behind why distinct internal
organizations are engaged in collaboration. More specific formal accounts of the
“convergence initiative” refer to the company’s need to respond to a major competitor’s
“one-server-serves-all propaganda” and to reduce development costs. The answer to the
question, “Why are we collaborating?” is, in other words, communicated clearly through
these formal accounts for the participants to understand and achieve the goals of their
collaboration. Observations of the everyday organizational activity among technology
developers, however, indicate that clearly communicated strategy statements of the
necessity and objectives for collaboration are not enough to sustain the participants’
collaborative actions—despite the participants’ extremely sophisticated technical
knowledge and motivation to achieve successful results in leading-edge technology
development. This study argues that collaboration between distinct organizations is made
sustainable through the communicative processes of representing and negotiating a
shared organizational identity among the participants.
The fundamental advantage of collaboration is to create a framework for joint
action among organizations so that they can achieve outcomes that they would not be
able to achieve if they acted alone. This advantage of collaboration comes with complex
processes like negotiating a joint purpose, developing joint modes of operating, managing
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perceived (and real) power imbalances and accountability among participants, and
sometimes, communicating across remote locations with different languages and cultures
(Huxham & Vangen, 2000). These processes are accomplished through communicative
processes of representation and negotiation. Lawrence et al (1999) discuss the role of
these processes in collaboration by highlighting the importance of establishing an
agreement upon whose interests should be represented and who should represent these
interests among the participants. Collaboration happens when participants reach a
working level of agreement on their joint interests and construct a framework of action to
pursue these interests. The construction of this framework involves the representation and
negotiation of actions to be taken within this framework.
Representation and negotiation of “what we should be doing together”—theory of
organizational action—is embedded in the concept of “who we are together”—
organizational identity (Barney et al., 1998). Orlikowski (2002) argues that a sense of
shared identity is necessary for the participants in collaboration to align their efforts and
to establish a common framework for making sense of each other’s requirements and
priorities. Vangen and Huxham (2003) argue that in successful collaborative enterprises,
a category of participants—more specifically, partnership managers—engage in
maintaining the collaboration by constantly negotiating its purpose with other
participants. These partnership managers represent the collaborative goal and constantly
negotiate with the participants to re-adjust their action framework for the accomplishment
of their collaborative goal. This is an example of how collaboration is made sustainable
through participants whose role is to represent the joint definition of “who we are and
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what we are doing together” to all the participants. They also negotiate the changing
meaning of this definition with the participants.
This study focuses on the role of organizational identity in collaborative action
and investigates the communicative work that goes into representing and negotiating
organizational identity among the members of previously distinct organizations engaged
in collaborative project development. This focus is grounded in empirical observations of
collaborative activity among technology developers and in the sensitizing interpretive
frameworks used for the collection and analysis of data in this study. The major
assumption in the interpretive paradigm is that human understanding and action are based
on the interpretation of information and events by people experiencing them (Rabinow &
Sullivan, 1979). Interpretive studies of organizations seek to understand lived experiences
of organizational participants through detailed descriptions of work activities and
participants’ sensemaking of these activities from their points of view (Yanow, 2000).
Theory has had a different role in the interpretive paradigm than in other research
paradigms. Klein and Myers (1999) describe this difference as follows:
[T]here are four types of generalizations from interpretive
case studies: the development of concepts, the generation
of theory, the drawing of specific implications, and the
contribution of rich insight. The point here is that theory
plays a crucial role in interpretive research, and clearly
distinguishes it from just anecdotes. However, theory is
used in a different way than it is common in positivist
research; interpretivist researchers are not so [much]
interested in “falsifying” theories as in using theory more
as a “sensitizing” device to view the world in a certain way
(p. 75; emphases in original).
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This description shows that theoretical models in the interpretive paradigm are
used for the analytical framing, rather than analytical testing, of observations and for the
insightful and systemic interpretation, rather than reliable verification, of research
findings. Organizational identity emerged as a theoretical construct during the iterative
processes of collecting and analyzing data in this interpretive study and provided a
sensitizing device for understanding the investigated phenomena.8 In this section, I
discussed how this theoretical construct has been investigated in the literatures of
organizational communication and organizational behavior. I explained the aspects of this
construct that relate to the investigation of collaborative project development between
participants from previously distinct internal organizations of a corporation. The
framework of organizational sensemaking was also used in this study as a sensitizing
device for the understanding of organizational phenomena. In the following section, I will
discuss the framework of organizational sensemaking and describe how this framework is
grounded in identity construction.

SENSEMAKING PERSPECTIVE OF ORGANIZATIONAL ACTION
Organizational sensemaking (Weick, 1995, 2001) and the enactment theory of
organizations (Weick, 1979)—the groundwork for organizational sensemaking—have
been widely discussed and used as theoretical frameworks in the study of organizational
communication (Cooren, 2004; Manning, 1992; Miller, 1999; Taylor & Van Every, 2000;
Weick, 1983, 1989; Weick & Browning, 1986) and in the study of organizations from a
8 I give a more detailed description of data collection and analysis in this study in chapter three and the
emergence of organizational identity as a theoretical construct during the research process in chapter four
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managerial orientation (Drazin, Glynn, & Kazanjian, 1999; Duchon, Ashmos, & Nathan,
2000; Gioia & Chittipeddi, 1991; Gioia & Thomas, 1996). The framework of
organizational sensemaking defines organizational action as an ongoing accomplishment
that emerges from efforts to create order and make retrospective sense of what occurs
(Weick, 1993). In this framework, organizations become interpretation systems (Daft &
Weick, 1984) of participants who intersubjectively provide meanings for each other
through their everyday interactions.
Sensemaking is different from other explanatory processes like understanding,
interpretation, and attribution, because it is an ongoing process of retrospection for the
enactment of sensible environments through social interaction and attentiveness to
extracting cues from ongoing actions. Sensemaking is driven by plausibility rather than
accuracy and is fundamentally grounded in identity construction (Weick, 1995; p. 17).
These properties of sensemaking make this framework useful to gain insights into social
processes of organizing as they are created and experienced by the participants in
organizations—which is the kind of insight that interpretive research aims to provide.
The sensemaker, who is in interaction with other sensemakers, is involved in constant
retrospection to explain what outcomes are plausible for ongoing actions by paying
attention, or what Weick calls being “heedful,” to the cues in the activity environment. In
this process, the sensemaker tries to maintain a consistent and positive self-conception
that is in line with ongoing actions. According to Weick (1995), sensemaking is in fact
more about providing an ongoing interpretation of the self than of the environment:

of this text.
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I make sense of whatever happens around me by asking,
what implications do these events have for who I will be?
What the situation will have meant to me is dictated by the
identity I adopt in dealing with it. And that choice, in turn,
is affected by what I think is occurring. What the situation
means is defined by who I become while dealing with it
and what and who I represent. I derive cues as to what the
situation means from the self that feels most appropriate to
deal with it, and much less from what is going on out there
(pp. 23-24).

In the framework of sensemaking, identity is discursively constructed out of the
process of interaction—as in the ethnomethodological definition of identity (Garfinkel,
1967; Goffman, 1959, 1974), which indicates that to shift among different interactions is
to shift among different definitions of the self. The sensemaker, in the midst of these
shifts, goes through a continual redefinition of “Who am I (with these others)?” while
trying to decide which self is appropriate to present in a given situation. In the context of
interactions in an organization, participants represent themselves and the collectivity in
which they are a part. The organizational sensemaker acts not only “on behalf of” the
organization but also “as” the organization, embodying the values, beliefs, and goals—
the identity—of the organization. The link between organizational sensemaking and
organizational identity is in the concept of this “organizational macroactor,” who
represents the organization by giving it a voice and providing an interpretation for what it
collectively knows (Taylor & Van Every, 2000; p. 141). According to Taylor and Van
Every (2000), Weick’s notion of sensemaking provides the intriguing concept of
organization to be “constituted as an actor with a point of view and identity that transcend
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many of its members, singly” (p. 244). According to this conceptualization of
organization:
… [K]knowledge, understanding, and information never
occur outside a context of acting, and that people, singly or
in collaboration, are not bystanders, passively observing the
world around them, but participants, actively shaping what
they in turn respond to. Weick invites us, thus, to abandon
our habit of regarding knowledge as a static commodity, …
and instead [to] think dynamically of an interpreted world
seen from a point of view—that of an actor (p. 244).

The framework of sensemaking has changed our thinking about how knowledge,
understanding, and information are produced in the interactions among actors
participating in and interpreting organizational life. This change in our thinking about
processes of organizational production has also influenced the way we think about what
organizations are. We used to believe that organizations were static structures designed to
produce static commodities. Now that we understand what is produced by organizations
are not static commodities, organizational scholars have begun to pay closer attention to
the raw material in the construction of organizations as dynamic structures—
organizational discourse.

Organization as Discursive Construction
Understanding how people accomplish the everyday task of participating in
organizations through discourse has been a significant area of research in organizational
communication (Putnam & Fairhurst, 2001). Researchers interested in this area have
examined how communication functions both to express and to create organizations.
Some researchers have taken the position to examine organizational discourse as the
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principal means to create a coherent organizational structure (Mumby & Clair, 1997);
others have argued that organizations are nothing but discourse (Broesktra, 1998). The
large range of communication phenomena—like metaphors, narratives, and rituals—have
been investigated from both of these perspectives to understand how members contribute
to the ongoing process of organizing and constituting social reality. Studies of
organizational discourse have fundamentally argued that:
It is through the telephone calls, meetings, planning
sessions, sales talks, and corridor conversations that people
inform, amuse, update, gossip, review, reassess, reason,
instruct, revise, argue, debate, contest, and actually
constitute the moments, myths, and through time, the very
structuring of the organization (Boden, 1994; p. 8;
emphasis in original).

The view of organizations as discursive constructions changed previous
assumptions about organizations as fixed structures that stayed stable over time. A new
set of assumptions defined organizations as systems of interpretation among participants
in social action (Daft & Weick, 1984). Organizations as interpretation systems had
dynamic structures not only because of the ongoing social action among their participants
but also because of their characteristics as open social systems, which developed specific
ways to process and interpret information based upon feedback from their environment.
Different ways of processing and interpreting information introduced variations into the
interpretation process, which, in turn, influenced the organizational outcomes of this
process—like setting strategy, designing structure, and decision-making—for different
organizations. Research following this view argued that organizations had cognitive
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systems and memories beyond the sum of those of their participants.9 Organizations with
collective cognitive systems and memories preserved knowledge, behaviors, mental
maps, and values over time as individual participants entered and exited the life of the
organization. The notion of a collective mind of the organization (Weick & Roberts,
1993) was juxtaposed with the description of organizations as composed of small
structures, processing and interpreting locally available information for the maintenance
of the larger organizational structure (Weick, 2001). Pockets of local information were
conceived to be collected and converged at the higher echelons of these small
structures—upper management—to be processed and interpreted for the whole
organization.
New ways of understanding organizational functioning and actions have led
organizational scholars to move away from mechanical views of organizations. The
mechanical view helped explain those aspects of organizational life that could be
described to function and be enacted within stable structures. The view of organizations
as complex adaptive systems—with its fundamental concepts of nonlinearity, emergence,
self-organization, and co-evolution—became a useful framework to explain the
interactive complexity of organizational life. In this section, I gave a brief overview of
the vast conceptual landscape of the sensemaking perspective of organizational action. I
described the grounding of the sensemaking perspective in the study of organizational
discourse and showed how this perspective changed some major assumptions about
organizations. In the next section, I will describe the view of organizations as complex

9

The metaphor of “organization as superperson” is also at the basis of early research on organizational
identity (Czarniawska-Joerges, 1994).
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adaptive systems and its fundamental concepts. The view of organizations as complex
adaptive systems guides this research as the general interpretive framework in which
“sensemaking makes sense.” In my discussion of this framework, I will show why that is
the case.

ORGANIZATIONS AS COMPLEX ADAPTIVE SYSTEMS
All theories of organization depend on images and metaphors that help us
understand organizational life in distinctive yet partial ways (Morgan, 1997). The
universal laws of cause-effect relationships that explain predictability, order, and control
of mechanistic systems formed the basis of the machine model of organization. The
machine model was a dominant theoretical framework for a long time and led to the
design of influential methods—like strategic planning and management by objectives
(Mintzberg, Ahlstrand, & Lampel, 1998; Morgan, 1997)—for examining and managing
organizations. The machine model helped develop a sophisticated understanding of
organizational processes that are based on linear connections and causal relationships; for
example, processes that become routines over time. The machine model has been the
basis of most organizational decision-making models—following the assumption that
upper management should be able to implement strategic decisions in similar ways to
how designers or programs create orderly patterns based on linear causality relationships
in mechanistic systems.
The view of organizations as complex adaptive systems (CAS) is strikingly
different from the machine model of organization. CAS as a theoretical framework is
concerned with the understanding of nonlinear dynamics and emergent properties of
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living and non-living systems (Capra, 1996). The fundamental characteristics that
distinguish CAS from other kinds of systems, especially mechanistic systems, are the
nature of system components and the connections among these components. CAS are
open to energy and information from the environment and are characterized by a large
number of diverse agents interacting locally in a dynamic, nonlinear fashion. The term
agent emphasizes the capacity of system elements in CAS to change and to instigate
change as a response to information from their environment. Agents in CAS operate
under a set of rules that change over time through exchange with the environment and
with each other. Order and patterns of behavior emerge from the interactions among
multiple feedback loops through the connections among interacting agents. For this
reason, connections among agents as well as the history of these connections matter
(Anderson & McDaniel, 2000).
Fundamental characteristics of CAS—nonlinearity, emergence, self-organization,
and co-evolution—are rooted in the behavior of the connections among diverse agents
that interact with each other and are capable of changing themselves and their
environment. The connections among diverse agents in CAS are reciprocal, rather than
sequential and hierarchical. The reciprocal quality of the connections in the system
creates interrelationships among system elements. The complexity of the system lies in
this interactive connectivity among agents. This is a fundamental distinction between
complex and complicated systems and makes it impossible to analyze complex systems
based on their individual properties. What makes a system complex, and not simply
complicated, is the quality of connections among its constituent elements (Cilliers, 1998).
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There may be no interactive connectivity among the elements of complicated systems,
like computers, which are made up of a large number of individual components. It is not
possible to connect every element with one another in a complex system (Luhmann,
1995) and there is more possibility in the system than can be actualized (Cilliers, 1998).
The boundary of system activity in CAS is based on the description of the observer,
whose observations are limited to the locally available information. No one element, or
observer, in the system has access to global knowledge of the system. This fundamental
unknowability requires a higher level of consciousness of interactions among elements
and imposes an immanent constraint on the system to create unity.
The interactive connectivity among agents is at the basis of the nonlinearity of
CAS. Nonlinearity is about multiple, densely-connected, overlapping feedback loops,
which connect, disconnect, and re-connect with each other over time (Agar, 1999).
Connections among elements in any system are about some kind of cause-effect
relationships. In deterministic systems whose elements are defined as linearly linked,
cause-effect relations can be clearly predicted and measured—either as mathematical
equations (A+B=C), or as research hypotheses (An increase in A will cause a
proportional decrease in B). In complex systems where elements are linked through
nonlinear connections and positive or deviation-amplifying feedback loops, causality
relationships most often can not be defined on the properties of system elements alone. In
these systems, causality relationships will be influenced by the changes in the
connections between system elements as well as changes in the system’s environment.
This is makes it difficult to observe, for example, that an event Y is always directly
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caused by some preceding event X in and around CAS. Small events may be amplified to
large consequences and small differences in initial conditions result in major changes in
different future states of the system.
Nonlinear feedback systems differ from linear systems in the state of behavior in
which they operate and in their response to quantitative changes. Nonlinear feedback
systems often seek a state far from equilibrium, which is defined as a third state between
stability and instability. Nonlinear feedback operates at a state that is paradoxically both
stable and unstable, with the implication that the specific behavior of nonlinear systems is
difficult to predict over long term, and yet the qualitative structure of that behavior makes
short-term outcomes predictable (Stacey, 1995). Nonlinear feedback systems are also
non-additive. Quantitative changes in CAS—addition of new elements or subtraction of
existing elements—create qualitative changes in the functioning of the system.
Knowledge over the behavior of CAS by summing or averaging the behavior of its parts
becomes partially realistic at best because of the nonlinear interactions among agents
(Holland, 1995). Kauffman (1995) explains the partial predictability of the behavior in
and of complex (living) systems as follows:
We can never hope to predict the exact branchings of the
tree of life, but we can uncover powerful laws that predict
and explain their general shape. … A theory of emergence
would account for the creation of the stunning order out our
windows as a natural expression of some underlying laws.
… Life […] is not to be located in its parts, but in the
collective emergent properties of the whole they create. No
vital force or extra substance is present in the emergent,
self-reproducing whole. But the collective system does
possess a stunning property not possessed by any of its
parts. It is able to reproduce itself and evolve (pp. 23-24).
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Emergence is the result of nonlinear patterns of connections in CAS (McDaniel &
Driebe, 2001). The behavior of CAS is emergent because the system has only partial
control over the future patterns of connections to be created by the reciprocal
interrelationships between agents well as between agents and their environment (Brown
& Eisenhardt, 1998; Holland, 1998). These reciprocal interrelationships make it difficult
to know how CAS are going to behave through deduction from the behavior of the
system’s constituent elements, because there will be differences in the emergent patterns
of connections among agents at each turn in their trajectory. Goldstein (1999; pp. 59-64)
describes emergence as “a temporary mark for something about which we don’t yet know
enough, but eventually will,” which requires the observer to continually ask whether the
pattern she sees is more in her eye than in the observed phenomena.
Agents in CAS know one another through local patterns of connections that
emerge from nonlinear interactions. Using this local knowledge, agents choose among
different multiple divergent and convergent organizing patterns that influence the system
trajectory. This makes self-organization the default behavior of organizing in CAS
(Coleman, 1999). Self-organization creates patterns that arise from the nonlinear
interactions among agents and hold the system together (Sanders, 1998). In a selforganizing system, interacting agents process and respond to each other’s behavior to
improve their behavior and the behavior of the system they comprise. This creates
reciprocal and adaptive interrelationships between agents as well as between agents and
their environment. CAS, in other words, operate in a manner that constitutes learning.
Learning systems operating in the environment of other learning systems form a
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suprasystem that creates and learns its way into the future (Stacey, 1996). Agents
interacting and learning through adaptive interrelationships replace their existing
connections with those that have a higher likelihood of becoming useful in the future
state of the system. Knowledge gained from newly adopted connections triggers coevolution and the system is engaged in a continual cycle of mutual learning and
adaptation within itself and with its environment (Ashmos, Duchon, McDaniel, &
Huonker, 2002; Stacey, 2000). Co-evolutionary change is constant within CAS and in the
environment of CAS. Sometimes the changes are dramatic enough to be transformative.
After a period of adaptation to a dramatic change, a new pattern emerges and the system
becomes vastly different from what it was before—it bifurcates.
The growing mathematical and computational knowledge on the science of
complexity (Gleick, 1987) has initiated a paradigm shift in the physical and biological
sciences (Capra, 1996). This paradigm shift has also been influencing the way we study
and understand organizations (Anderson, 1999; Anderson & McDaniel, 2000; Brown &
Eisenhardt, 1997; McDaniel & Driebe, 2001). In organizational studies, fundamentally
metaphorical applications of complexity concepts—which were built by the mathematical
modeling of complex behavior observed in systems that are not necessarily human—led
to an ongoing debate on the legitimacy of using these concepts in non-positivist
epistemological paradigms (Richardson & Cilliers, 2001). This debate on legitimacy has
also raised arguments against privileging the quantitative sources over qualitative sources
of complexity in social systems (Biggiero, 2000). In this section, I gave an overview of
the fundamental concepts in the framework of organizations as complex adaptive
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systems. Before I conclude this chapter, in the following section, I will briefly discuss the
use of this framework in the study of social systems and its usefulness to understand the
constructs and phenomena investigated in this study.

Identity and Sensemaking in Complex Social Systems
Social sciences have defined the social world as a complex order and have mostly
analyzed the emergent patterns in the social order through quantifiable variables. An
important difference in perspective that the framework of complexity science introduces
into the social sciences is that social world is social ordering. This ordering emerges out
of the local nonlinear interactions among agents with global characteristics (Medd, 2001).
Social scientists have posed different arguments about the usefulness of this framework
and discussed the potential and limits for using the metaphor of self-organizing systems
as well as the models based on this metaphor in the social sciences (Contractor, 1999;
Houston, 1999). Some argued that complexity is “worth a closer look” in anthropological
research as a framework whose central themes are the inclusion of the observer in the
observed events, the broadening of the context of organizational action, and the suspect
nature of prediction (Agar, 1999). Others called for a new perspective on the conception
of complexity in the social sciences that will distinguish it from the classic reductionist
manner of searching for common principles underlying a variety of utterly different
systems (Tsoukas & Hatch, 2001).
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In a 2001special issue of the journal Emergence,10 contributing scholars give
different answers to the question “What is complexity science?” from the perspective of
the social sciences. The articles in this edition tackle issues like the reduction of
unmanageably complex reality to a manageable approximation, the challenges of
simulating complex systems, and the development of methods that allow researchers to
investigate complex phenomena that are not easily reducible to variables. Among these
articles, Luhman and Boje (2001)’s piece approaches the complexity framework from
narrative research. Luhman and Boje (2001) use the concept of attractor—a complex or
simple system’s movements through space and time—to show the epistemological
parallelism between complexity science and narrative research. Attractor is the space that
a system converges on and then fluctuates around from time t to time t+1—this is how
change happens in the system. Complex systems are unpredictable at the level of specific
detail; however, attractors allow the system to be somewhat predictable at the level of
structure. Luhman and Boje (2001) argue that multiple individual discourses in an
organization make up the complex system of collectively constructed organizational
reality. The complex system of organizational discourse fluctuates around and converges
on two important attractors—changes in organizational context and individuals’
storytelling—or discursive acts—to establish meaning for organizational events. The
descriptive, or narratable, structure of organizational life arises from the behavior of these
two attractors between time t and time t+1:
The two important attractors [cause] unpredictable and
multiple interpretations of organizational reality. The
organizational discourses flow through time, allowing for
10

For an introduction to the articles in this issue, please refer to (Richardson & Cilliers, 2001).
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the interpretation, reinterpretation, and negotiation of
memories and anticipations of future events. The narrative
research of a complex system […] attempts to demonstrate
how an organizational social actor exists as multiple
discourses [and] how [these] discourses are part of an ongoing dialog with social and historical forces, constantly
interpreting and reinterpreting sensemaking categories or
schemas about organizational reality (Luhman & Boje,
2001; p. 164).

My investigations in this study focus on the collaboration between previously
distinct organizations within the structure of a corporation. Observations of this
phenomenon in the setting of a technology development organization show that despite
clear directions from strategic decision-makers, organizational members in this setting
find it difficult to pursue their collaborative goals. In this study, I approach this
phenomenon as a question of collective sensemaking among the collaborating
organizations—which depends on the members’ collective capacity to process variant
data about their changing environment and to stabilize their environment by paying
attention to these data (Duchon et al., 2000).
I argue that organizational members need to maintain their collective sensemaking
in order to prevent their collaborative actions from falling into disorder, as patterns of
interactions in the members’ collectively constructed system of collaboration selforganize and emerge into systemic structures. Luhman and Boje (2001) describe these
systemic structures as two significant attractors of organizational action—changes in the
organizational context (initiative to collaborate) and individuals’ storytelling (discursive
representation of this initiative as members’ experience). Sensemaking is what thinking
and feeling as well as information-processing agents do when they are faced with events
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that are the consequences of nonlinear connections in a complex organizational system.
Surprise is an expected component of these events and leads organizational members to
assess what their situation is, who they are (as participants in that situation), why they are
there, and what is going on around them (McDaniel & Driebe, 2001). Organizational
members figure out ways to make the best sense of their environment, because
sensemaking is the best strategy of organizing in environments that are constantly
changing and have a high capacity for surprise.
Acts of sensemaking are acts of discovering oneself and one’s environment.
These acts are rooted in identity construction. This is at the basis of the fundamental
argument in this study—that maintaining collective sensemaking depends upon the
communicative work of representing and negotiating the shared identity of the
collaborative enterprise that emerges out of the interactions between collaborating
organizations. Participants engage in collaboration as part of a complex system of
organizational reality that is collectively constructed among themselves and with various
other stakeholders. A shared identity among collaborating organizations becomes a fluid
and emergent structure, which provides the dynamic consistency and grounds the
adaptive instability of the participants’ collaborative actions. This shared identity helps
the participants cope with the oscillation between the attractor of the changes in their
organizational context and the attractor of their interpretations, reinterpretations, and
negotiations of the future trajectories of their actions. Organizational identity contributes
to establishing a higher level of consciousness of the interactions among the participants,
which is necessary to create unity in the complex organizational system of their
39

collaboration. This study investigates the communicative work of organizational roles,
processes, and tools in representing and negotiating the definition of this unity between
collaborating organizations.

CHAPTER SUMMARY
In this chapter, I reviewed the literatures on the background and on the
fundamental concepts of the theoretical frameworks that guided my observations and
analyses in this study. I discussed how organizational identity and organizational
sensemaking provided a useful pair of lenses to investigate the phenomena of interest in
this study, specifically according to the understanding of organizations as complex
adaptive systems.
The investigation of complex systems requires methods of dynamic analysis to
identify the different states of the patterns that form the structural boundaries and
shape—or qualitative features—of these systems. The actualization of patterns in
complex systems is difficult to predict and how a particular form of pattern will be
realized depends on the precise experience of a system over time. In the next chapter, I
talk about the methods of analysis I used in this study and describe how these methods
helped me investigate the experience of Deep Purple employees during a year in their
collaborative development of Royal Fleet PT+.
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Chapter 3: Methods of Data Collection and Analysis in Interpretive
Research

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
In this chapter, I will discuss my methods of data collection and analysis. A
discussion on the qualitative case study method will be followed by my rationale for
using this method for the investigation of my research questions, which I will revisit
before I discuss data collection. I will describe different sources of data that researchers
use in ethnographic research and will explain how and when I collected data from these
sources. A detailed description of the approach I used in the analysis will come before my
presentation of the criteria and principles of evaluating interpretive analysis at the end of
the chapter.

QUALITATIVE CASE STUDY METHOD
Highly sophisticated technology products like server systems are products of
collaboration among participants with high levels of expertise in different disciplines of
knowledge. Server developers talk about the ideal number of people—one—to design a
computer and refer to the famous computer engineer Seymour Cray’s comment about
designing by committee (Allison, 1995). According to Cray, designing by committee is
not appropriate for computers, and in an ideal design setting, one designer should be able
to say, “This is the way it’s going to be for this machine.” It is not quite possible,
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however, for one person to design a server system and developers of these systems—no
matter how unwillingly—engage in collaboration.
The development of a server system in a large technology corporation with
multiple sites is a process of collaboration across different geographic, cultural, political,
and temporal boundaries (Orlikowski, 2002). Imagine a large technology corporation that
produces a wide variety of server systems across multiple development locations.
Imagine also that higher management in this corporation has issued a strategic initiative
towards achieving the integration of their overall server systems, and with this strategic
corporate initiative, the internal development organizations, which used to exist
separately within the structure of the corporation, have been told to share development
efforts. These internal development organizations, which have previously been
developing distinct product lines, with distinct characteristics and presences within and
outside of the corporation, are now expected to create a common family of products, with
a common name and a common development process. According to this strategic
corporate initiative, the internal development organizations will not only maintain market
leadership with their distinct product lines but they will also increase the company’s
overall market share with the new common family of servers. All this will not happen
overnight, of course. This is an industry, however, where two years is just enough to lose
the “bleeding edge” of innovation. And if you are not on the bleeding edge, you might as
well close the shop.
This is a case study based on a year of organizational events in the collaborative
development of a server program, Royal Fleet PT+, which carried all these promises and
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challenges for two development organizations within a large technology corporation,
Deep Purple. Creswell (1998) describes a case study as an exploration of a bounded
system—which could be one case or related multiple cases—over time through the
collection of contextually rich data. Data for a case study come from observations,
interviews, documents and artifacts, including written, audio-visual, and electronic
material. Case study designs can fall under either qualitative or quantitative research
paradigms and can include, and even be limited to, quantitative evidence. Yin (2003)
gives the following definition for the case study as a research strategy:
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. The case study inquiry
copes with the technically distinctive situation in which
there will be many more variables of interest than data
points. [As a result, the researcher] relies on multiple
sources of evidence, with data needing to converge in a
triangulating fashion, [and] benefits from the prior
development of theoretical propositions to guide data
collection and analysis (pp. 13-14).
Rationale for Qualitative Design
This is a qualitative case study, exploring a complex set of events in a bounded
case—a year in the development of a server program. This is an instrumental case study
(Stake, 1995) that examines events within the frame of a year in a high-technology
organization to understand the role of organizational identity in collaborative
organizational action. Understanding the role of organizational identity in collaborative
action requires insight into how the perspectives of the participants in this action shape
and are shaped by context and history. The qualitative case study provides the researcher
43

with the necessary narrative tools to present everyday phenomena in key episodes or
testimonies, with the investigator’s direct interpretation. This method provides a thick
description (Geertz, 1973) of events and allows the researcher to examine everyday
processes evolving around theoretical concepts to be analyzed.
This case study explores the concept of organizational identity in the contextual
richness of events in the everyday collaborative actions between distinct internal
development organizations within the structure of a corporation. Collaboration among
previously distinct organizations requires the participants from these organizations to act
as part of the collaborative whole. This is a process of organizational transformation
where a corporate structure, which used to be composed of distinct internal organizations
with distinct frameworks of action, comes to represent a shared framework for the
participants. A study of this process is an investigation of how transformation happens in
organizations and seeks an understanding of the changing patterns of interactions among
the participants engaged in this transformation. The kind of organizational transformation
that is the focus of this case study requires insights into how the patterns of interactions
between the members of these organizations change over time.

Understanding Complexity and Qualitative Design
There are many possible ways of investigating collaboration between
organizations in transformation. Understanding the aspects of the fundamental
complexity of collaborative action, though, should be based on assumptions of
complexity. In complex systems, attempts to create measurement destroy the integrity of
the phenomenon being measured. Not only is complexity unobservable in isolated system
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elements but there is also no one point in complex systems where system activity can be
observed as a whole. Only probabilistic, not deterministic, laws can be established for
complex systems, which are open and evolve over time and follow trajectories that may
result in significantly different end points due to slight changes in their initial conditions.
Value systems, which come into play during organizational transformation, add to the
difficulty of observing and measuring the complexity of social systems experiencing
change (Flood & Carson, 1993). These fundamental aspects of complexity make those
methods that are designed on measures to produce predictions unsuitable for studying the
transformation of complex organizational systems.
The study of organizational transformation, in the framework of complexity
theory, requires that relevant variables, and their interdependent relationships over time,
be identified as part of the research process. Research designs where hypotheses are
based on the causal relationships between variables in all cases (as in “An increase in A
will cause a decrease in B”) assume partial ordering of variables in time. According to
this linear model, small events cannot cause large consequences, and short duration
events cannot cause large ones. Abbott (2001) calls this the standard model of relational
causality and distinguishes it from the narrative model of temporal contextuality in
designing social research. The standard model assumes that a period must pass before
meaningful change—that is distinguishable from noise—can be measured. In the
standard model, where the social world is presumed to be made up of fixed entities with
varying properties, all variables are conceived as temporarily independent of the past. In
this model, the order of events does not influence the way they turn out, and what
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happens to one case may not affect other cases. In a model where meaning of one event is
conceived to be independent from another, and where a given variable means only one
thing, interrelationships between variables are described as necessary evils at best.
This case study investigates organizational transformation that co-evolves with
the interactions among the participants engaged in this transformation, as these
participants, with previously distinct organizational identities, engage in collaborative
actions. A study designed to understand the complexity of this phenomenon requires a
design to sketch out the temporal contextuality of events and the turning points from one
trajectory to another trajectory of interactions among the participants. This study requires
a design that shows the sequential interrelationships between these trajectories in the
evolution of organizational events. All of these observations indicate that the questions
investigated in this study are best understood using a qualitative case study design.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS—REVISITED
The goal of this study is to understand the organizational-communicative
processes that influence the ability of participants, with previously distinct organizational
identities, to make collective sense of their collaborative actions. With this goal in mind,
the following research questions guide this study:
RQ1: How do organizational members participate in
collaborative actions in the context of a corporate strategy
to collaborate?
RQ2: How does the organizational discourse frame
participants’ collaborative actions?
RQ3: How do participants pursue their collaborative goals
when they are members of previously distinct
organizations?
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RQ4: How do participants’ communicative actions
influence their collective sensemaking during their
collaboration?

In this study, I investigate these questions through the analysis of qualitative data
that I collected during a year-long fieldwork in a large high-technology corporation. In
the following sections of this chapter, I will discuss the methods of data collection and
analysis I used for the investigation of these research questions.

DATA COLLECTION
In this section, I will discuss different sources of qualitative data. Each subsection
under this section includes a discussion on what makes up a certain type of qualitative
data and what techniques are generally used for the collection of that type of data,
followed by a description of how and when that type of data was collected for this study.

Participant-Observation
This case study is constructed in the genre of an ethnographic narrative (Creswell,
1998; Geertz, 1973; Gellner & Hirsch, 2001; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983;
Ouroussoff, 2001; Schensul, Schensul, & LeCompte, 1999; Schwartzman, 1993 ; Van
Maanen, 1979) and uses qualitative data to give a holistic, context-sensitive, and storytelling account of everyday life in an organization (Wolcott, 1994). A holistic description
in ethnographic narrative construction refers to the synthesis of disparate observations to
describe culture as an integrated whole. Context-sensitivity is achieved mostly through an
up-close involvement of the researcher in the setting of the study. This kind of immersion
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leads to the explanation of connections among different sets of observations as well as
connections between observations and concepts used for their fit with the context
(Stewart, 1998). The ethnographic research process involves prolonged observation of the
group through participant-observation, in which the researcher immerses himself in the
day-to-day lives of the participants. The researcher in the participant-observer role
collects instances of behavior, language, and interactions from the study setting in order
to understand and investigate the practices of the participants as a culture-sharing group
(Creswell, 1998).
The purpose of using the participant-observation technique is to become
integrated within the local population over an extended period of time, with the intent to
minimize the influence of the observational process on the flow of events (Hamel, 1993).
The researcher’s immersion in a particular setting over a long period of time allows him
to make linkages among various strands within comprehensive data from multiple
sources to reflect “local conditions as an experiential whole” (Stewart, 1998). Ely (1991;
pp. 44-47) lists the different points of definition on the continuum for the participantobserver role from the literature on fieldwork methodology. According to Ely, the
meaning of participant-observer ranges from full participant, who lives and works in the
field as a member of the group over an extended period of time, to mute observer, who
attempts to replicate the fly on the wall. Ely re-states Wolcott (1988)’s distinction among
three different participant-observer styles: the active participant, the privileged observer,
and the limited observer. The active participant has a role and a task, other than being the
researcher, in the setting. The privileged observer is given access to observe and
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participate in the daily activities of the setting as a known and trusted individual, at least
by critical gatekeepers in the setting. The limited observer does not have a role in the
setting other than being the researcher and builds trust over time to observe and get
information about everyday life in the setting. These definitions show that the term
participant-observer in ethnographic research can carry different meanings in different
research settings. Anyone who claims to have acted as a participant-observer is expected
to provide information about how each facet of this role—participant, observer, and the
nexus between them—unfolded during fieldwork (Wolcott, 1988).
I engaged in data collection through participant-observation in Deep Purple for
this study between the dates of May 2001 and May 2002. My residence in the Hotville
organization got extended beyond May 2002, and I continued to observe and participate
in the everyday life events; however, I limited my fieldnote writing from participantobservation to the period of the first year of my three year-long residence. I used part of
the rest of my time in the setting for member checking (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995;
Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993) of my field notes and for collecting some
additional data from other sources. In May 2003, for example, I helped organize a postmortem session on a significant event, which I refer to as the NeuvoHyp episode, from
October 2001. I asked for the recording of this session and included the transcript of this
recording into the raw data set.11 Even though I limited my fieldnote writing to a year, it
is arguable that since I did not leave the setting, such a procedural boundary on when my
data collection through participant-observation began and ended would not represent the

11

I will give a more detailed description of this session later in this chapter under the section where I
discuss interview data.
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actual data collection and analysis processes. My continued experience of organizational
life in the setting, regardless of the fact that I put closure on extensive fieldnote writing
after my first year, was significant for my interpretation of raw data from the period
between May 2001 and May 2002.
According to the typologies Ely and Wolcott provide, my involvement as a
participant-observer in the field setting began as a privileged observer, when I began a
summer internship in the Hotville research lab on May 14, 2001. My identity as a
graduate researcher working on a project that was sponsored by a high-level member of
the Hotville development organization gave me the status of a privileged observer. I
began my participant-observer role as a research intern and continued this role as a
development intern. This arrangement did not change during my data collection and
positioned me as a mute observer in the field setting. “Professional fly on the wall” was
in fact one of my nicknames in the setting, which reflected the initial limits of my ability
to participate in the work activity of a technology development organization. Given this
inherent limitation, I tried to become as close as I could to being a full and active
participant in the setting during my residence.12
Full participation in the field setting, in its classical anthropological sense, is
difficult to live up to for most organizational ethnographers. Organizational
ethnographers can work in the organizations they study; however, unlike anthropologists
who go away to distant places for their research, organizational ethnographers do not live
24 hours a day in the field setting, because participants in the organizational setting do

12

After the second year of my residence, I became a more active participant in the life of the Hotville
organization with the role of an “organizational communication specialist.”
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not either—even though some of the participants in a development organization during
crises occasionally do. If full participation is defined by having an office space in the
field setting and by the kind of immersion the ethnographer achieves through shadowing
members over a significant period of time, then I can argue to have had full participation
in the Hotville development organization. On the other hand, an organizational
ethnographer, who enters the organization of his study as a researcher and who maintains
this role as the primary component of his changing identity in the setting, can not quite
claim to have acted in the role of a full participant in the field setting.
During my participant-observation in this study, different participants had
different responses to my presence in the organization. Some responses from engineers
gave me the sense that I was being perceived as a “management spy.” This is not an
uncommon image for those who come in as outsiders, like consultants, to observe the
ongoing activity of an organization (Gummesson, 2000). Some of the participants with
very high status in the organization put my research in a different category of spy work
and shunned me as if I was after some secret information about the organization.
Methodology books emphasize the significance of building trust over time with the
participants in order to overcome these difficult aspects of the participant-observer role in
ethnographic research. Like most other aspects of research, however, there is not a
specific rule—a number weeks or months to count or a specific set of behaviors to
follow—for an ethnographer in order to claim the earned trust of the participants. If your
presence and questions were tolerated for a long enough time for you to write this text
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called “the dissertation” that you keep talking about with your participants, then you may
argue that you have gained trust as a participant-observer in the setting.
In the first six months of my data collection, I established my participant-observer
role by shadowing a program manager in the Hotville development organization. During
this period, I also occasionally shadowed two functional development managers.
Management of server development programs in Deep Purple is carried through a matrix
structure, where a program manager, who does not have any direct-reports from
functional development groups, is responsible for the delivery of systems developed by
these groups. Program managers operate at a level in the development organization,
where distinct activities for “building a box,” or developing a server program, are
expected to be aligned for the completion of the program. Different functional
development groups representing different technical areas participate in the collaborative
activity of building a box. These different development groups, coming from the
perspective of the technical areas they represent, bring in different capabilities and
impose different constraints to the development of a program. In the context of the
corporate initiative to create a common family of Deep Purple servers, these different
development groups also represent previously distinct product lines. The everyday
activity of program management evolves around the organizational-communicative work
towards the accomplishment of aligning tasks, schedules, and perspectives among
different functional development groups. The everyday work activity of program
managers, for this reason, provided a theoretically relevant sample of participant-
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observation data in this study, where I investigate the role of organizational identity in
collaborative organizational action.
The participant-observation data used in this study come from a variety of
organizational events in the organizational setting. The meetings I regularly attended as a
participant-observer in the Hotville organization included weekly project review
meetings for the development of Royal Fleet PT+ (between August 2001 and November
2001) and weekly status review meetings for all hardware programs (between January
2002 and April 2002). Examples of other organizational activity that I attended as a
participant-observer were staff meetings, one customer briefing, and different kinds of
work sessions among program managers, project managers, chief engineers, and
representatives of technical groups. I visited the Snowfield site to observe an emergency
technical workshop for four days in October 2001. I also visited the Oldnorth site for two
days in May 2002, where I attended concept design meetings for the next generation of
servers after the Royal Fleet family, conducted a formal interview, and took a tour of the
manufacturing lab for the systems that were being developed in Hotville.
The sampling of fast-accumulating and large amounts of data is an important
question in ethnographic research. All data used in this study were collected using the
method of purposive sampling in selecting events for participant-observation and in
selecting participants for interviews, which I discuss in the following section.

Interviews
Interviewing as an ethnographic data collection technique has been discussed
under different terms and definitions in the literature. Some of these terms define the
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ethnographic interviewing technique in terms of what it is not, like semi-structured
interviewing or unstructured interviewing, for not having the structure that comes with
predetermined questions in other interviewing techniques. Other terms, like in-depth
interviewing or exploratory interviewing, try to reflect the process and the
epistemological grounding of the ethnographic interviewing technique. The general
purpose of this technique is to gather descriptions of the life-world of the interviewee to
see the research topic from the perspective of the interviewee and to understand how and
why he or she has come to this particular perspective (King, 1997). According to Wolcott
(2001), in ethnographic research, interviewing includes any situation in which the
fieldworker is in a position to, and does, attempt to obtain information on a specific topic
through casual statements or inducements. Ethnographers would attest that some of the
most insightful and significant information in the field comes in response to the kinds of
casual remarks that Wolcott mentions: “What you were telling me the other day was
really interesting…” or “I didn’t have a chance to ask you this before, but can you tell me
about…”
Yin (2003) describes case study interviews as falling under three categories:
open-ended interviews, focused interviews, and surveys. In open-ended interviews, the
researcher asks key respondents about specific facts and their opinion about events in the
setting. In open-ended interviewing, the researcher can ask the respondent to propose
insights into certain questions. These insights may include suggestions about other
persons to interview as well as other sources of evidence, which the researcher can use as
his basis for further inquiry. In focused interviews, the researcher follows a certain set of
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questions derived from the case study protocol, and depending on each interview
situation, the interview process may remain open-ended and may be conducted in a
conversational manner. Surveys involve more structured questions that are designed to
produce quantitative data. The researcher using this technique follows specific sampling
procedures and refers to specific instruments to collect quantifiable evidence for
statistical analysis.
Becker (1993) defines research in the qualitative paradigm to be essentially
designed in the doing. This essential aspect of ethnographic research does not allow the
ethnographer in the field to have explicit criteria for the sampling of data, which are
usually available for research based on a priori designs. The criteria for the sampling of
ethnographic data emerge in the sensemaking process of the researcher-as-instrument
(Ely, 1991; Erlandson et al., 1993).13 Ethnographers use the purposive sampling method
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Lincoln & Guba, 1985) for the collection of their data. In this
sampling method, successive participants are chosen to expand upon information that is
already obtained. This fits the emergent characteristic of the ethnographic sensemaking
process and allows the researcher to focus his observations, insights, and interpretations
around emergent themes as information accumulates.
Interviews in ethnographic research are usually conducted in parallel to
participant-observation. Ethnographic interviews can be formally conducted within a
structure, especially when the researcher intends to extract quantifiable evidence out of
the interview data for quantitative analysis. The long-term immersion in the field,

13

I will give a more detailed description of this concept later in this chapter under the section where I
discuss data analysis.
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however, can make following a predetermined protocol difficult for the researcher, who
has assumed a participant-observer role in the setting. Ethnographic interviews are more
open-ended and informal than structured, because the researcher does not have a written
set of questions available at every instance of an interview during fieldwork. The
ethnographer acquires a repertoire of question-asking strategies from which to draw as
such instances arise in many different situations—while watching a ceremony or working
with a participant on a harvest, or in organizational ethnography, while walking to
another building for a meeting or having beer and chicken wings after work. Agar (1996)
argues that ethnographic interviews are informal because:
... You are not taking on the formal role of interrogator.
The ethnographer is very much in the one-down position.
… He does not know enough to ask the appropriate specific
questions. In this early dance, the informant takes the lead.
The ethnographer’s role is to look interested and suggest a
couple of turns toward the other side of the ballroom so that
he can check the view from there (p. 140).

In this study, I conducted 31 formal open-ended and countless informal openended interviews during the period of a year. What I define as formal interviews are those
that took place through a specific arrangement for a meeting between the participant and
me either on the Hotville site, or on the two other sites—Snowfield and Oldnorth—that I
visited, or on the phone. Informal open-ended interviews took place throughout the
period of my data collection during various occasions like lunches at the Hotville site
cafeteria, in between meetings in the hallway, whenever a participant stopped by my
office to talk, and sometimes when I joined a group of the participants for the Wednesday
night chicken-wing specials at a bar near the Hotville site.
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The following list represents the company profiles of the participants with whom I
had formal interviews:
1. 7 program managers
2. 2 project development leads
3. 2 project managers
4. 2 operations managers
5. 6 functional development managers14
6. 2 design engineers
7. 1 marketing vice president
8. 1 marketing strategist
9. 3 development vice presidents
10. 5 senior members of engineering
This list does not in any way represent the distribution of participants in this
study. It only reflects the range of the profiles of the participants with whom I had formal
interviews. I had multiple informal interviews with most of these participants, and I had
regular interactions with participants represented as program managers and functional
development managers in this list. During the first three months of my fieldwork, I
selected successive interviewees by asking each interviewee to identify members in the
organization, specifically key members involved in the development of Royal Fleet PT
and PT+. In the later stages of my fieldwork, as I became more immersed in the setting
and began to focus on the description of specific events, I solicited interviews with
members whom I identified to be key players in these specific events. The purposive
sampling of interview data occurred as information from previous interviews was

14

This term refers to managers in the development organization, who oversee teams that develop the
different functions of products. Functional development managers are responsible for the people who work
on deliverables, while program managers oversee the whole development process without responsibility for
the people engaged in the process.
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integrated into the combined set of fieldnotes. I describe the combined set of fieldnotes
from participant-observation and interviews in the following section.

Combined Data Set from Participant-Observation and Interviews
During my data collection, I typed up fieldnotes into computer files from the
handwritten notes that I took during participant-observation and interviews, following the
classic 24-hour rule of typing up handwritten notes in the field (Emerson et al., 1995). It
was very demanding to follow this rule during the days when I did 8 hours of
observations on a day. Most of these periods took place during the events around the
NuevoHyp discussions in the Hotville site and during the NuevoHyp workshop in the
Snowfield site. During the periods where I could not follow the 24-hour rule, I wrote up
different entries to describe the events of a day. In these cases, each entry had additional
information from the following days that reflected the unfolding sequence of events over
three to five days.
The compiled computer file of fieldnotes from my observations and interviews—
dated between May 14, 2001 and May 15, 2002—made up 164 single-spaced pages of
the raw data set that I used for my analysis in this study. I define the raw data set on my
typed-up fieldnotes to the exclusion of my handwritten notes.15 I sometimes referred to
these handwritten notes for clarification during the analysis of my raw data; for example,
to examine diagrams that I had copied from whiteboards or diagrams that I had drawn to
represent seating arrangements and the direction of dialogue between participants in

15

My handwritten notes for the period of May 14, 2001 and May 15, 2002 fill up three 100-page bindernotebooks and a binder of single sheets.
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meetings. Texts from memo writing and member checking on my fieldnotes are also not
part of the raw data set. I entered the combined set of raw data from fieldnotes on
observations and interviews to the qualitative data management software QSR N6 and
coded this whole text using the labeling function of this software.16
An hour-long post-mortem session on the NuevoHype workshop of October 2001
took place and was recorded on May 22, 2003. The transcript of this session was an
addition of 22 single-spaced pages to the raw data set and provided a source of data from
a focused interview with a group. I treated this transcript separately from the combined
set of fieldnotes and did not merge it with the data file in QSR N6. This transcript
provided a significantly different source of data in terms of its structure and its metadocumentary nature of some of the events that I describe in my analysis. In the following
section, I will discuss organizational documentation of events as a distinct source of data
in fieldwork.

Documents and Artifacts
Yin (2003) lists the following as the primary categories of documents as sources
of evidence for case studies:
•

Letters, memoranda, and other communiqués;

•

Agendas, announcements and minutes of meetings,
and other written reports of events;

•

Administrative documents—proposals, progress
reports, and other internal records;

•

Formal studies or evaluations of the site under
study;

16

I will give a more detailed description of this process later in this chapter under the section where I
discuss data analysis.
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•

Newspaper clippings and other articles appearing in
the mass media or in community newsletters (pp.
85-86).

This list gives a general view of what kinds of documentary material can be used
as sources of data in a case study. This is, however, far from being a complete list of what
kinds of documents are available for data collection in contemporary organizations,
especially in the information technology industry. One of the significant differences
between tribal societies and technology development organizations, despite the fondness
of the participants in the latter of being compared to the former, is the amount of
documentary data available in a technology development organization. Intranet websites
with countless links to internal and external media venues, digital presentation slides used
in meetings and distributed widely within the organization, email and instant messaging
notes, digital directories that provide broader categories of information than traditional
directories and organizational charts are a few among the multiple kinds of documentary
evidence available to the researcher. Similarly, artifacts that the researcher can obtain
from the field site come in a diversity of forms that extend the semantic content of the
original term from classical anthropology. Examples of artifacts available to the
researcher studying a contemporary organization include memorabilia designed and
produced for special events, clothing with team logos, product samples, objects—paper
weights, calendars, etc—displaying vision and mission statements, objects with generic
inspirational messages, and other objects mocking these generic inspirational messages.
Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue that data collection from nonhuman sources, like
documents and artifacts, is significantly useful for the researcher who seeks a rich source
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of information that is contextually relevant and grounded in the research setting. The
richness of documents and artifacts comes from the fact that they represent the local
language of the setting. Like any other technique, the use of documents and artifacts
poses problems of representativeness and objectivity for research designs, where the
researcher does not collect data based on a predetermined sampling taxonomy. These
problems are harder to resolve for the researcher studying contemporary organizations
given the diversity of available documents and artifacts in these settings. In ethnographic
research, on the other hand, no source of data can be treated as unquestionably valid
representations of reality. Investigators who seek to find such representations do not
conduct ethnographic research. Documents and artifacts present significant data to the
reflexive ethnographer not simply as sources of data but also as social products. The
ethnographer treats them as representations of the participants’ interpretive and
interactional work, reflecting the social phenomena that went into producing them and
are produced by them (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983).
The most significant piece of documentary data I collected for this investigation
was the 2001 Fall Plan document.17 I also collected hard copies of plan documents from
previous years and used these older plan documents to familiarize myself with their
general format. During the first six months of my fieldwork, the program manager whom
I shadowed included me in the list of participants for the email correspondence
concerning the development process of Royal Fleet PT+. As a participant in the
organization, I sent and received other email notes from other participants. I created two

17

I give a description of this document and explain its significance in Deep Purple in chapter four. No
documentary data sample used in this text is confidential material due to the age of these data.
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separate email folders for these email notes that I sent and received about my research
project for the period between May 2001 and May 2002. I regularly screened these
folders to select notes that related to specific events as I narrowed my focus. I kept rich
text files of a total of 70 email notes from these folders not only as sources of data but
also as sources of reference about the technical details of the activities that I describe in
my analysis.
I continuously screened a variety of documentary sources, as Hammersley (1983)
argues, not necessarily to collect evidence about the events in the setting but to
understand the communicative activity that takes place among the participants through
the creation and exchange of these documents. Some of the most commonly used
documents in the field setting included internal webpages, the directory of the whole
organization on the intranet, (digital) presentation slides—or “foils” as they were still
called in Deep Purple, email invitations for meetings, and (digital) charts indicating
project timelines and “roadmaps.” I kept sample copies of these documents and referred
to them as they related to specific points and themes in my analysis.
I did not specifically search for artifacts in the setting. Participants still gave me
artifacts like samples of computer chips, and some of them tried hard to get me a jacket
with the logo of Royal Fleet. I co-created an artifact, so to speak, by making a pendant
out of a computer chip. Participants were quite amused by my idea of turning an
engineering product into a piece of jewelry. I wore this pendant quite regularly, and when
a participant asked me what I intended to do with what I had been observing in the
setting, I would point to my pendant and say, “This is what I do … I take what you do
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and put a different kind of frame around it…” The next part of this chapter will describe
the methods of data analysis and will explain the processes I used in constructing a frame
around the data I collected in the field setting.

DATA ANALYSIS
An ethnographic case study is a narrative construction of life events in a social
setting. This construction is grounded in the available data for the case and emerges from
the researcher’s observations and interpretations of these data over a significant period of
time. Bricolage—what a bricoleur does to use whatever is available as resources and
repertoire in order to perform the task at hand (Levi-Strauss, 1966; pp. 16-36)—has been
a useful concept (researcher-as-bricoleur) to describe the narrative construction of
interpretive analysis in qualitative research (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Ely, Vinz,
Downing, & Anzul, 1997; Kincheloe, 2001). Bricolage also appears in Weick (2001)’s
sensemaking framework as a concept that describes the process of emergent design in
contrast to the traditional understanding of organizational design. Weick’s discussion of
bricolage also illustrates a significant characteristic of ethnographic sensemaking:
The defining characteristic of a bricoleur is that this person
makes do with whatever tools are at hand. These resources
are always heterogeneous because, unlike the materials
available to the engineer, the bricoleur’s materials have no
relation to any other project. Elements are collected and
retained on the principle that they may come in handy.
Engineers take on only those projects for which they have
the necessary raw materials and resources, whereas
bricoleurs do not similarly restrict themselves. The
bricoleur’s materials are not project-specific, but instead,
they represent the contingent result of all the previous uses
to which those items have been put. … [T]he more diverse
these uses, the more fully the materials themselves are
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understood, the more innovative will the bricoleur be in
improvising new designs from this stock of materials.

This description of bricolage touches upon some fundamental aspects of
conducting interpretive analysis of field data—or engaging in any other organizational
process—based on emergent design. Weick, however, does not do much justice to the
engineer’s design process as a counter case to the design process of the bricoleur.18 It
would be similarly unjust and inaccurate to argue that the process of emergent discovery,
in the way Weick describes bricolage, is unique to the sensemaking process in
ethnographic research. The history of science is full of instances where unexpected
discoveries happened as a consequence of the scientists’ further investigations into the
results that were errors based on the a priori design of the research.19 Researcher-asbricoleur, however, is a term that has come to describe the researcher working in the
qualitative paradigm. This may be because qualitative researchers like to use fancy terms,
or because they like to be blunt about what actually happens in the analytical construction
of a study:
A researcher must indeed work as a bricoleur, fashioning
the interpretive framework that will best suit the needs of
the study at hand. This means perhaps making selections
from a vast storehouse of existing theory, perhaps devising
a new theory of one’s own, and relating theory to theory in
a manner that best helps to interpret one’s findings among
the various perspectives that compose for us circles within
circles of theory (Ely et al., 1997; p. 230).
18

On an ethnographic side note, when I happened to mention the concept of bricolage to some of the
participants in my fieldwork and explained that some theorists contrast it to what engineers do, some of the
Deep Purple engineers went berserk! They argued that engineering work is nothing but bricolage.
19 In the social sciences, the project known as the Hawthorne Studies, where the researchers followed the
direction of the “error,” is a prime example of this phenomenon. This project later came to mark the origin
of organizational ethnography (Schwartzman, 1993).
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Research, whether it is conceived as bricolage or not, relies on the ability of the
researcher to show the accountability of the findings that come out of his analytical
construction. The exposition of the researcher as an instrument of analysis is part of
creating the kind of transparency that is necessary in order to show the accountability of
findings. In the following sections of my discussion on methods of analysis, I will
describe what is meant by the role of researcher-as-instrument in the interpretive analysis
of data and what factors affected my enactment of this role during this study.

Researcher-as-Instrument
The researcher’s role in the discovery process is significant within the framework
of all research epistemologies. Despite this fact, the question, “For what purpose do you
want to know?” can still sound more foreign in the vernacular of some paradigms than in
others (Wolcott, 2001). This question is at the basis of the concept of researcher-asinstrument, which indicates that the researcher comes into the research process to gather,
analyze, and construct findings from data, not only with his senses plus his intuition but
also with certain theoretical frameworks about world phenomena. The researcher-asinstrument, like all other instruments, is grounded in a value system and carries biases.
The researcher-as-instrument differs from other instruments, however, in his ability to
evaluate the meaning of his interactions with the participants who carry the local values
of the study setting. The researcher-as-instrument is also able to reflect the influence of
his biases in the construction of the analysis of events in the study setting (Erlandson et
al., 1993).
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I came into the setting of this study to work as a summer intern as part of a
sponsored research project. The sponsor of this project, who was a key participant in the
Hotville organization, and a group of researchers from an academic business research
institute in Hotville had co-authored a proposal for this research project. This proposal
discussed a research problem concerning “Deep Purple’s challenge” in the context of
developing a common family of servers and raised the following research questions for
the investigation of this problem:
As business environments undergo rapid and constant
change, managers in large complex organizations are
challenged to coordinate programs and projects across
technologies, cultures, geography, and vendor and
customer demands. Two key questions are:
1. What are the best organizational/managerial
mechanisms (decision-making, information flows,
transfer, and implementation strategies) to facilitate
broad-based knowledge transfer leading to quality,
rapid results?
2. At what point do organizational/managerial
mechanisms break-down because of hyper
complexity, i.e., when does complexity lead to
chaos?
[Sections of the research proposal describing Deep Purple’s
challenge]
Initial Research Questions
•

Is there a point at which the complexity of an
organization and its processes undermines
managements’ ability to respond?

•

What are the organizational/behavioral facilitators
and inhibitors to managing complexity?

•

What are the differences between incremental vs.
major transformations in relation to transfer and use
of technologies/processes?

66

•

What are “best practices” used by large complex
organizations for successfully coping with
complexity?

•

Can useful lessons be learned from smaller more
nimble organizations?

•

Is there an identifiable critical point, in terms of
complexity issues, at which the networks fail?

I became part of this project after being interviewed at the research institute where
the group undertaking this project was working. After this interview, I was selected as the
graduate assistant with the appropriate background to do the summer internship in Deep
Purple and to initiate the research project. My research background included a master’s
thesis in ethnomethodology and conversation analysis, doctoral coursework in
complexity theory, and a field study in a hospital emergency room, which was based on
the organizational sensemaking framework. When I started my work on this project, I
began to observe and participate in the everyday life of the Hotville organization against
the backdrop of the questions I was given with the initial research proposal. The concepts
from complexity theory, organizational sensemaking, and the analysis of communicative
action in organizations were also part of this backdrop.
My residence in the field setting got extended beyond a three-month long summer
internship in the Hotville organization. This gave me time and space to continue my
participant-observation and to gain a deeper knowledge of events and processes through
other sources of data. As these data accumulated over a year of immersion in the setting, I
began to formulate a different research problem for the understanding of the so-called
challenge that came with the strategic initiative of creating commonality among Deep
Purple servers. The problem statement and the research questions from the initial
67

research proposal guided my framing by showing how a real-life phenomenon from the
everyday activity of a development organization—the convergence of previously distinct
product lines—was framed by others with other perspectives based upon the
representation of a key member. My graduate training in the interpretation of discursive
practices as a way of understanding social life guided my collection and analysis of
instances to investigate this phenomenon. The organizational discourse and action about
this phenomenon—how members talked about it and how they organized their
communicative activity in dealing with it—gave me leads into formulating my research
problem on organizational identity and its role in collaborative action among previously
distinct organizations.
The literature in qualitative methodology talks about the “naïve ethnographer”
among the participants in the field setting. Agar (1996) describes this image as the
student—child—apprentice learning role of the ethnographer. According to Agar,
maintaining this one-down position with participants is methodologically significant for
the ethnographer. He argues:
[The] one-down position is reflected in two of the
metaphors ethnographers use to explain themselves—child
and student. What is being said with such metaphors? Both
child and student are learning roles; they are roles whose
occupants will make mistakes, which is perfectly
acceptable as long as they don’t continue to make the same
ones. They can be expected to ask a lot of questions. They
need to be taught—both will look to establish members of a
group for instruction, guidance, and evaluation of their
performance (p. 119).
A person whose task is to be curious about the simplest things in the everyday
practices of a social group can easily take on the image of a child-and-student. Research,
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whatever paradigm it follows, is never a solitary endeavor. Ethnographic research is
undeniably the work of multiple, named and pseudo-named, collaborators. An
ethnographic case is authored by the ethnographer, who assumes the representative
authority to describe and interpret moments from life in a social setting. Authorship and
representative authority, on the other hand, can not be assumed under an image of
perpetual naïveté and are gained from the ethnographer’s interpretive process during
fieldwork.
Throughout the process of doing ethnographic research, the researcher engages in
negotiations with all the collaborators—research advisors, sponsors, field guides and
participants, and with one’s self. Established structures of doing research—like academic
hierarchy, funding sources, limit of time in the field, etc—influence the researcher’s
interpretive process, which forms the ground for the tale of the field to be told in the end
(Van Maanen, 1988). All the collaborators in an ethnographic study influence the
ethnographic decision-making in data collection, analysis, and interpretation of findings.
Interpretive analysis is a narrative construction of meaning that emerges from the patterns
of interactions among all the collaborators in the fieldwork. The emergent process of
ethnographic interpretation, in other words, follows the trajectory of the self-organizing
and co-evolutionary patterns of interactions between the ethnographer and the other
collaborators.
Changes that occur during the period where the researcher-as-instrument engages
in the iterative processes of collecting and analyzing data are significant for the
evaluation of the final interpretive analysis. The story of entry into the field, initial
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questions raised by other collaborators, working hypotheses based on different
frameworks of describing world phenomena are all part of the raw material that the
researcher sorts through in constructing his interpretive analysis. In the end, I constructed
this study on two major themes—organizational identity and its role in collaborative
action. These themes emerged from my interpretation of the organizational life in Deep
Purple through the frameworks I brought into the research setting and through the ones
that I picked and dropped during the time I worked on the raw data set. In the next
section, I will describe the iterative process I followed to narrow my focus on major
emergent themes from the coding and categorizing of data in this study.

Coding and Categorizing
Qualitative methodologists describe coding and categorizing as the mapping of
data for the researcher to distinguish the different paths he can follow in his analysis
(Coffrey & Atkinson, 1996; Emerson et al., 1995; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). A map,
however thorough, is not the territory and a code in interpretive analysis should largely
be taken as a heuristic device that works as a signpost, or an electronic locator, for the
development of an idea for a narrative (Maietta & Seidel, 2003). In this study, I used the
approach described by Emerson, Fretz, and Show (1995) for developing a thematic
narrative out of coding and memo writing from fieldnotes. In this section, I will give a
brief summary of Emerson et al. (1995)’s approach to the analysis of field data and
describe how I followed this approach.
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Emerson et al. distinguish their approach from the traditional application of
grounded theory analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967)20 and describe it as a set of strategies
for the analysis of fieldnote data from participant-observation. This type of data makes up
a large part of the raw data set in this study. Emerson et al. argue:
In emphasizing “discovering” theory in fieldnotes and other
qualitative data, practitioners of grounded theory treat sets
of already collected fieldnote data as unproblematic starting
points; they implicitly assume that such fieldnotes can be
analyzed independently of the analytic processes and
theoretical commitments of the ethnographer who wrote
them. In contrast, we insist that data do not stand alone;
rather analysis pervades all phases of the research
enterprise—as the researcher makes observations, records
them in fieldnotes, codes these notes in analytic categories,
and finally develops explicit theoretical propositions.
Viewed in this way, analysis is at once inductive and
deductive …. [T]heory only seems to jump out of data and
hit the researcher in the face; this flash of insight occurs
only because of the researcher’s prior analytic
commitments she brings to the reading [of data], and the
connections made with other similar events observed and
written about. Thus, it is more accurate to say that the
ethnographer creates rather than discovers theory (pp. 143167; emphases in the original).

Different methodologists have different views of what falls under the practice of
grounded theory. Huberman and Miles (1998) argue that the grounded theory approach
shares important features with all other approaches that are based on a mixture of
inductive and deductive analyses. Agar (1996) calls this mixture abductive analysis and
20

Grounded theory analysis refers to the discovery and modification of theory through the close
examination of qualitative data. The work of Glaser and Strauss (1967) marked the origin of this
methodology with its specific concepts and procedures. In the last thirty years, not only did Glaser and
Strauss split to form two camps about what grounded theory is but also others have used this term to refer
to a variety of concepts and procedures for the analysis of qualitative data. For a critique of the tradition of
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argues that the iterative process of developing “new theoretical propositions to account
for material that the old propositions didn’t map onto” (p. 35) is the grounded theory
approach. I followed Emerson et al (1995)’s schema of reading fieldnotes, open coding,
focused coding, and writing analytical segments for the interpretive analysis of data in
this study—without a specific focus on whether this approach would or would not fall
under grounded theory analysis. Open coding is the process where the ethnographer reads
fieldnotes line-by-line to formulate all ideas, themes, and issues in the data set. Focused
coding comes after open coding and it is a finer-grained, line-by-line analysis of the data
on the basis of topics that the researcher has identified for the development of major
topics and themes. These methods of coding allow the researcher to go back to the data
set at intervals during fieldwork. During these intervals, the researcher reads bits and
pieces of data to explore what the participants in the field are trying to accomplish with
their daily acts and how they characterize these acts. The reading of the data also gives
the ethnographer insights into his own way of seeing the events in the setting and
illuminates the reasons why he has recorded some events in more specific detail than
other events over a period of time.
The qualitative data management software QSR N6 is designed to create an
electronic indexing of data in the form of nodes (labels indicating codes and categories)
that can be hierarchically displayed under various groups and subgroups. This software
has different kinds of display functions to show the areas of intersection between
different groups of nodes, or to create matrices out of a selected set of nodes. The open

grounded theory and an example of a study based on the contemporary Straussian grounded theory method,
please refer to (Lessor, 2000).
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coding of 164 single-spaced pages of fieldnote data, using the node-tree format in QSR
N6, resulted in creating 1204 nodes to index the data set from fieldnotes in this study. I
grouped these nodes under the following categories of focused codes:
1. Cultural alliances and conflicts
a. Different development sites
b. Different corporate organizations
c. Different management groups
d. Different professional groups
e. [Company] groups and others
f. Different development groups
2. Changing organizational structure
a. Macro level changes
i. [Commonality] initiative
ii. Process-related change
b. Micro level changes
3. Processes
a. Roles
i. Representation of roles
ii. Initiation of roles
iii. Enactment of roles
b. Communication behavior
i. Enhancing connectivity
ii. Hindering connectivity
iii. Maintaining connectivity
c. Work flow
i. Hindering continuity
ii. Inducing continuity
iii. Maintaining continuity
4. Values
a. Personal
b. Organizational
5. Extra-organizational context
a. Industry benchmarks
b. Other server developers
c. Economic landscape
d. World events
e. Customer’s perspective
f. Media
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g. Industry facts
h. Market presence
QSR N6 allows the researcher to create a detailed index of the data set. The
researcher can use this index to pull bits and pieces of data together to form focused
codes and categories. Open coding for the interpretive analysis of data is done less as a
method to sort data and more as a method to identify the conceptual significance of
particular observations. With this aspect of open coding in perspective, I did not proceed
to treat the groups of nodes in QSR N6 as pre-established categories to read my
fieldnotes. I used these nodes as a mapping of the areas covered by the data set from my
fieldnotes. After creating this map with open coding and focused coding, I engaged in
writing memos on particular pieces of data that reflected observations in the field about
my—evolving—research questions. Memos in fieldwork reflect the fieldworker’s
concerns and insights that come out of reading the data and reengaging the scenes and
events described in the fieldnotes. Some of my initial memo writing on the field data
turned into formal presentations that I gave to various audiences in the development and
research communities in Deep Purple. These presentations served as intermediate steps in
my sorting and thinking through the data set. The periods of sorting through the data and
memo writing led to larger, more comprehensive questions about specific points in the
data. As I was engaged in the iterative process of examining the observations from the
data and focusing on my research questions, I began to select some core themes that tied
pieces of data together and related the significant events in the setting to each other.
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The representative function of the program manager’s role in collaborative
development, acts of connection and disconnection among the participants during
planning negotiations, and “teaming behavior” in the development of a collaborative
product were among the major categories of themes that emerged from the iterative
process of sorting, refining, and modifying initial concepts from the data. Categories in
interpretive analysis indicate groups of themes or concepts among which the researcher
identifies a theoretical link that is meaningful for the understanding of events in the field
setting. Categories may represent meanings not only to the researcher but also to the
participants in the study setting. “Teaming behavior,” for example, represented one of the
member categories of meaning in this study. Representation of the meanings and
concerns of the participants is a significant debate in ethnographic research (Van
Maanen, 1995). Analytic categories of meaning in ethnographic writing have traditionally
been distinguished between etic (researcher’s) and emic (members’) categories (Geertz,
1973).21 Researchers pay attention to representing participants’ meanings in constructing
their ethnographic narrative by looking closely at what members say and do in their
everyday interactions. They keep the local meanings in perspective by using samples of
members’ terms, types, and typologies from the local discourse in the presentation of
observations and analysis of data.
I present my observations and analysis of data in chapter five of this text, which is
constructed on fieldnote-centered sections that represent the daily life of collaborative
21

These terms come from the terminology of linguistic analysis. “Etic” is coined from phonetics, which
refers to the analysis of a sound unit as distinguishable from others through characteristics that are
measured on exogenous criteria. “Emic” is from phonemics, which refers to the analysis of a sound unit as

75

development in a high-technology organization. Chapter five is written as a narrative
collage of excerpt-commentary units that I have chosen and edited for length, anonymity
of participants, relevance, and comprehensibility. The selection of excerpts from
fieldnotes in creating these excerpt-commentary units was based on the major themes I
had established for the construction of my analysis. The significance of representing and
negotiating roles in collaborative development, for example, was one such major theme. I
wrote analytic commentaries on fieldnote excerpts to develop the focus of this study—the
role of organizational identity in collaborative action—in ways that reflected everyday
life in the study setting. In the selection of the units of analysis, I paid attention to
reflecting variations within a particular theme as I noticed these variations in different
fieldnotes and looked for contrasting instances with what appeared to be the major
themes.
The approach described by Emerson et al. for thematic narrative construction out
of field data has been the general guiding source in my interpretive analysis in this study.
The following questions that Emerson et al pose in their book provided important insights
in the selection of data segments and in the writing of analytic commentaries on these
segments:
1. What are the implications of the events or talk
recounted in the excerpt?
2. What nuances can be teased out and explored?
3. What import does this scene have for the analytic
issues addressed in the paper? (p. 184)

distinguishable from others through characteristics that create a meaning difference within a language
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Fieldnote excerpts represent the researcher’s observations of how participants
orient to the events described in fieldnotes as instances of their collective action. The
fieldnote excerpts that include how participants talk about a particular event also
represent the participants’ discourse. The analytical task of the researcher is to put
together these excerpts as building blocks for the grounding of the narrative that weaves
togerther major concepts and themes in the study. This is an intersubjective process
between the researcher and other collaborators in the study and it does not easily lend
itself to the traditional measures of objectivity, generalizability, validity, and reliability of
findings. In the next section, I will discuss the criteria and principles of evaluating
interpretive analysis, and I will explain what I did to follow these criteria and principles
in this study.

Criteria and Principles for Evaluating Interpretive Analysis
The conventional criteria for the adequacy of research methodologies were
formulated in the positivist paradigm. In this paradigm, the researcher explains her
observations deductively based on universal laws that assert definite relationships
between various aspects of observable phenomena. The researcher working in this
paradigm conducts her analysis to establish elements of predictability in observed events,
using techniques that measure quantifiable information about these events. The goal of
the researcher is to learn how the phenomena of her investigation behave according to
established universal laws so that she can achieve knowledge to predict—and therefore
gain some degree of control over—the future behavior of these phenomena. In this
system.
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paradigm, the validity of research findings is established on the reliability of analytical
methods. The findings of research based on objective and repeatable methods are
considered to be valid.
These criteria and principles are not adequate for the evaluation of interpretive
analysis. Standards of objectivity are still necessary, however, in order for interpretive
research to be evaluated within the scholarly community. Kirk and Miller (1986) discuss
the issues concerning validity and reliability in qualitative research and argue:
“Truth” (or what provisionally passes for truth at a
particular time) is […] bounded both by the tolerance of
empirical reality and by the consensus of the scholarly
community. Natural science is strongly identified with a
commitment to objectivity. Like natural science, qualitative
social research is pluralistic. A variety of models may be
applied to the same object for different purposes. A man
may be an object of a certain mass and size to an engineer,
a bundle of neuroses to a psychologist, a walking pharmacy
to a biochemist, and a bank account with desires to an
economist. …. Natural human vision is binocular, for
seeing the same thing simultaneously from more than one
perspective gives a fuller understanding of its depth. The
reason Einstein originally called his theory of relativity the
Theory of Invariance is because though everything displays
different aspects to different viewpoints, some features
remain the same (p. 12; emphasis in original).

This argument points to a significant question of balancing between objectivity
and subjectivity in interpretive analysis (Schultze, 2000). The researcher-as-instrument
role in the qualitative paradigm is about the researcher’s ability, and responsibility, to
reflect multiple aspects of world phenomena through his subjective engagement with
these phenomena in the field. The scientist role of the researcher, on the other hand, gives
him the task to present his observations as reliable and relevant for insights into questions
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that go beyond the observed situation. The researcher working in the qualitative paradigm
collects descriptive information about social phenomena. The goal of the researcher in
this paradigm is to understand how these phenomena are created through the activities of
participants and the consequences of events that are in flux within specific historical,
social, and cultural contexts. The researcher working in this paradigm creates an in-depth
definition of the situation (Goffman, 1974) or a thick-description (Geertz, 1973) for
tightly contextualized activities and events, using narrative reporting techniques. This
allows the researcher to investigate the relationships between different aspects of the
observed events, where such relationships are not necessarily predictable or measurable.
The thick-descriptive construction of real life events presents perspectives to the
researcher, and to the reader, to establish parallels between cases that may at first appear
disparate.
The ethnographer’s methods in constructing thick-descriptions do not have the
kind of precision and transparency that allow the scrutiny of the research process by
others who were “not there” in the field setting. This does not mean that these methods
are not precise and can not be made transparent. Qualitative methodologists have
developed standards of objectivity that are in line with the epistemology of interpretive
analysis. The following table is adopted from Stewart (1998) and provides a
comprehensive summary of the evaluative criteria, challenges, and tactics for interpretive
analysis:
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Table 3.1 Criteria, Challenges, and Tactics for the Ethnographic Method.
Epistemic value

Veracity

Objectivity

Perspicacity

Conventional equivalent

validity (excluding
external validity)
verisimilitude of
depiction
limits to learning arising
in conditions in the field
(e.g., danger); limits to
learning caused by
researcher’s personal
and role constraints

reliability (excluding
consistency)
transcendence of
perspectives
sensitivity of results to
context; risk of
reactivity; lack of fully
specifiable research
context; unknown
context-research
outcome linkages

1.

1.

generalizability, external
validity
applicability of insights
elsewhere
inability of method to
create insights;
hampering of
knowledge about where
else an insight can
“travel” by invalid
taxonomies and other
challenges of crosscultural comparison
1. Intense
consideration of
the data
2. Exploration

Underlying question
Research process
challenges

Related research coping
tactics22

2.

3.
4.
5.

Prolonged
fieldwork
Search for
disconforming
observations
Good participative
role relationships
Attentiveness to
context
Multiple modes of
data collection

2.
3.
4.
5.

Trail of
ethnographer’s
path
Respondent
validation
Feedback from
outsiders
(Interrator checks
on indexing and
coding)
(Comprehensive
data archive)

Stewart (1998) lays out the evaluative criteria for interpretive analysis by
describing the epistemic values of the conventional criteria and shows how the researcher
fulfills these epistemic values by keeping the following questions in perspective in his
analysis:
1. From validity to veracity: How well, with what
verisimilitude, does this study succeed in its
depiction?
2. From reliability to objectivity: How well does this
study transcend the perspectives of the researcher?

22

In the original, Stewart (1998) uses boldface type to indicate tactics that are very helpful and parentheses
to indicate tactics that are of questionable use.
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How well does this study transcend the perspectives
of the participants?
3. From generalizability to perspicacity: Does this
research generate insights that are also applicable to
other times, other places, in the human experience?
How fundamentally does this study explain? (pp.
14-17)

Evaluative criteria for any kind of research are meaningful within a certain
epistemological paradigm that is built upon guiding principles for the researcher working
in that paradigm. The following table is adopted from Klein and Myers (1999; p. 72).
This table shows what these guiding principles are for interpretive research and briefly
describes what is expected of the researcher to meet these principles in interpretive
analysis:

Table 3.2 Summary of Principles for Interpretive Field Research
1. The Fundamental Principle of the Hermeneutic Circle
This principle suggests that all human understanding is achieved by iterating between considering the
interdependent meaning of parts and the whole that they form. This principle of human understanding is
fundamental to all the other principles.
2. The Principle of Contextualization
Requires critical reflection of the social and historical background of the research setting, so that the
intended audience can see how the current situation under investigation emerged.
3. The Principle of Interaction Between the Researchers and the Subjects
Requires critical reflection on how the research materials were socially constructed through the interaction
between the researchers and the participants.
4. The Principle of Abstraction and Generalization
Requires relating the idiographic details revealed by the data interpretation through the application of
principles one and two to theoretical, general concepts that describe the nature of human understanding and
social action.
5. The Principles of Dialogical Reasoning
Requires sensitivity to possible contradictions between the theoretical preconceptions guiding the research
design and actual findings (the story which the data tell) with subsequent cycles of revision.
6. The Principle of Multiple Interpretations
Requires sensitivity to possible differences in interpretations among the participants as are typically
expressed in multiple narratives or stories of the same sequence of events under study.
7. Principle of Suspicion
Requires sensitivity to possible biases and systematic distortions in the narratives collected from
participants.
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In this study, I referred to these criteria and principles for the interpretive analysis
of data and tried to reflect their application in my presentation of observations, analysis,
and findings. I can not claim that this study meets all the guidelines that Klein and Myers
(1999) and Stewart (1998) discuss. My prolonged residence in the field setting, however,
provided significant support to my efforts to conduct this study according to these
guidelines. A full year of data collection and the following two years of somewhat active
participation in the setting allowed me to observe the continuity of events and engage
with the perspectives of different participants who were involved in these events. It was
almost after two years, for example, that it became possible to invite the participants from
the two Deep Purple development sites to join a post-mortem session about the
NeuvoHyp workshop of October 2001. During my prolonged residence, I was able to
engage in continuous respondent validation—what is also called member checking
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985)—of my observations by asking interviewees to give feedback on
my fieldnotes from interviews, by distributing samples of my writing, and by giving
presentations on my observations in different forums in the field setting.
My major purpose here in presenting the criteria and principles of interpretive
analysis is to give the reader a sense of what epistemological and methodological
concerns guided my observations, explorations, and representations in this study. My task
to show to what extent I followed these criteria and principles will continue as I present
my observations, analyses, and findings in the following chapters.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY
In this chapter, I discussed the methods of data collection and analysis that I used
in this study. I described the general characteristics of the qualitative case study method
and explained my rationale for using this method for my investigation of the research
questions in this study. I discussed different sources of data in qualitative research,
specifically in ethnographic research, and gave detailed descriptions of how and when I
collected data from these sources in this study. Then I discussed my approach to data
analysis and presented the criteria and principles for evaluating interpretive analysis of
data.
In the next chapter, I will describe some of the significant events and processes
that framed my observations and analyses in this study. I will begin this description by
leading the reader through my trail at the beginning of the data collection period and I
will introduce some of the key participants who acted as my guides in different capacities
during my early navigations in the study setting.
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Chapter 4: Background for Observations and Analysis

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
In this chapter, I will describe my first encounters with three key organizational
members, Lydia, Richard, and Anthony, through whom I entered the everyday life of the
Hotville development organization. I will give an overview of Fall Planning, the
company-wide planning process, which formed the context of interactions among
members within and across different internal organizations during my data collection. I
will also describe an organizational event, which emerged out of a sequence of
interactions during planning negotiations over the definition of the collaborative
development project Royal Fleet PT+. I will discuss the significance of this event as a
representative instance of organizational action between two previously distinct Deep
Purple organizations during their collaboration.
My purpose in this chapter is to provide a background for my observations,
analyses, and findings in the following chapters. I will provide this background not only
through my initial encounters in the setting and the description of the planning process
but also through the discussion of a significant event in the development of Royal Fleet
PT+. The intent in discussing this event in the everyday life of the Hotville development
organization is to reveal the interpretive process that led me to focus on a theoretical
concept as one of the frameworks for my analysis—the concept of organizational
identity.
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BECOMING THE ANTHROPOLOGIST23 OF THE HARDWARE DEVELOPMENT TRIBE
On May 14, 2001, I began my summer internship at the Hotville site of Deep
Purple. The period for this summer internship became the first three months of a yearlong period of fieldwork in this setting. On my first day, after attending a half-day
orientation for summer hires, I drove across the street from one section of the site to the
other to go to one of the “700 buildings,” where I would reside as a summer intern. A
major north-south bound road divided the Hotville site into two sections. The buildings
on the west side of the road were older and more industrial looking than the east-side 700
buildings, which had a distinctly more modern and elegant architecture with their pinktinted windows and marble facades.
When I arrived on the sixth floor of Building 704, where the Hotville research
organization was located, Lydia and her assistant Rosa welcomed me very warmly. Lydia
was the director of a research program in Deep Purple. She connected Deep Purple
sponsors with academic researchers to create relationships between the Deep Purple
research organization in Hotville and the universities across the US. After asking how my
orientation went, Lydia led me into her cubicle, where we sat down to talk about the
summer internship program. Lydia, with a big smile and a keen expression, told me that
my project was her favorite among this year’s sponsored projects, because it was the
only, actually her program’s first ever, “non-technical project.”

23

“Anthropologist” became my label among the participants in this study shortly after the beginning of my
fieldwork. As a graduate student who was extremely conscious of disciplinary distinctions in the academe,
I first refused this label, fearing charges of imposture. Despite my refusals, participants continued to call
me their anthropologist, arguing that “ethnographer,” what I wanted to be called, was too hard to pronounce
and impossible to spell.
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Lydia later began to tell me that she was still getting used to being back to work
after a two-week visit with her family in Puerto Rico. When she said “Food tastes so
much better there…” I told her that I felt the same thing about food in Turkey. As we
were comparing Caribbean and Mediterranean foods, I began to make a better sense of
the pin attached to her hair right above her ear. I was definitely not expecting to see a
Deep Purple program director wear a hairpin with a big bright pink orchid, after what
outsiders—faculty members and friends—had told me about the traditional business attire
of Deep Purple employees. Everything about Lydia, from her hairpin to her hyper
demeanor, was in fact a drastic contrast to my image of a Ph.D. in computer science.
Lydia also told me that she had been able to schedule half an hour on that
afternoon for me to meet Richard, who was the director of hardware program
management in Hotville and the sponsor of my internship project. I had gathered from
Richard’s last name that he was at least of German descent, if not from Germany. He
came a few minutes late to our meeting in my cubicle on the sixth floor of Building 704.
As Lydia introduced us, Richard said halfway jokingly and halfway seriously that it took
longer than he expected to come from the “other side where they lived on cheap rent.”
Richard and I talked briefly about the ideas he had for my project before Lydia
came by to give us general information about the internship program and told us what
events she was planning for research sponsors and their interns for the summer. When I
asked Richard what his expectations were from this summer project, he described what in
his view would be useful to understand as a result of this project. Richard’s description of
his expectations included an evaluative summary of case studies on large, complex
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organizations and comparisons between business processes of small and large
organizations. Richard also told me that he was mainly interested in an outsider’s
perspective about the way they were dealing with complexity in his organization,
especially under the pressure of constant change, which he described to be mostly
“change for the sake of change.”
Towards the end of my conversation with Richard, places of origin came up again
as a topic. I told him that I was not “from around here.” He nodded and paused. I said I
was Turkish and I had come to the US for graduate school. When I asked him if he was
from Germany, his expression changed momentarily to become more serious. He lifted
up his head slightly and said, “Yes, I am from Germany.” During the pause after his
response, I had the feeling that he had expected me to understand that he was not “from
around here” either.
One of Richard’s remarks from this first encounter—“living on cheap rent across
the street”—became clearer for me in my observations of other members’ acts and
expressions in the early phases of my fieldwork. In one of my first meetings with
Anthony, he talked to me about the attitude of “us, our families, and our communities
first” in the interactions among members from different development sites within Deep
Purple. Richard’s assistant Joanna introduced me to Anthony, after I bugged her for a
couple of days, asking her for time with Richard and for help to attend meetings in the
program management organization. In the second week of my internship, upon my
persistent requests to have time with Richard, Joanna looked at me with a mixed
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expression of suspicion and sympathy, and said, “Richard is too busy. Do you need to
talk to someone? I’ll introduce you to someone who will talk to you.”
Anthony was a manager in Richard’s organization and he was the program
manager in charge of developing Royal Fleet PT+, the next generation of Royal Fleet
PT—the server system that was soon to come out as a breakthrough in the UNIX market.
In our first meeting, Anthony and I struggled for a little bit to establish a meaning for
“what I do.” A major of study in organizational communication did not mean much to
him. When I tried to explain what I did in terms of understanding management practices,
he immediately asked if I were an MBA and said he was glad to hear that I was not one.
“Anthropology” was the term that cleared the confusion about what I was there to do.
After Anthony and I agreed that I was some kind of an anthropologist, he told me that in
order to really understand “what they do,” I should see their development lab and took
me to the lab for a brief show-and-tell.
In the development lab, Anthony led me down aisles of “test servers,” which
looked like big black metal cabinets with drawers that were stuffed with strange metal
objects. Cables stuck out from these drawers and hung loose, making me think of eerie
medical pictures showing complicated surgeries. Anthony must have figured out that his
lab tutorial would be more challenging than he expected when I said I did not know what
a “mother board” was. He still seemed determined to teach me how a server worked. I
was, however, clueless about how to put together what he was saying. The high level of
noise in the lab did not help me follow him either. After the first ten minutes, I stopped
listening to what he was describing and tried to concentrate on how he was doing the
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describing. He used different comparisons to “[my] computer at home” to give me a
sense of the power and capabilities of these machines and quoted, what sounded like,
impressive numbers. When we left the lab, after a twenty-minute tutorial, I had learned
one thing about building servers—that developers took a significant amount of pride in
what they did.
I wanted to jot down Anthony’s full name so that I could contact him again. I
asked his last name and I could not spell what I heard. “It is a strange name…” he said,
casting his eyes down and smiling, “It is Italian.” I learned later from Anthony as well as
from other organizational members that he was one of the few remaining “Deep Purple
brats.” Anthony’s parents, second generation Americans, worked for Deep Purple for
most of their lives. His mother started working third shift on the chip manufacturing line
in one of the northeastern locations in the late 70s. She retired from a position of
programmer for human resources in the 90s. Anthony’s father had been a Deep Purple
employee for more than forty years, working his way up from sweeping floors and
collecting time cards to being in charge of service planning for a Deep Purple disk drive
business. When I met Anthony, he was in the twenty-second year of his tenure with the
company, which started when he graduated from college as a double major in math and
computer science. He would later tell me that he was “the first to go to college in [his]
whole lineage” to describe how he ended up doing what he was doing—managing the
entire hardware development process of Royal Fleet PT+. This machine that “[his] team
was building” was the next generation product of the largest-scale collaboration at the
time between two distinct Deep Purple development organizations.
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A sequence of events in the first couple of months in the Hotville site led me to
base my fieldwork on the early phases of the development of Royal Fleet PT+. Some of
these events came out of my efforts to find a “gate” (Schwartzman, 1993) so that I could
gain a timely entry into the Hotville program management organization. Some of these
events came out of following the connecting paths within the structure of the
organization—first from a boundary member to an inside member; and then from director
to executive secretary to program manager. The continued “co-development” of Royal
Fleet PT+ provided me with the opportunity to observe the events and processes involved
in the collaboration between the Hotville and Snowfield organizations. Anthony’s
willingness to guide “the anthropologist who came to study to the tribe,” as he told
everyone in his introductions of me, was a bonus that came with that opportunity,
especially after the frustration of failing to get on Richard’s calendar. My struggles to
gain full entry into the organizational life of the Hotville program management
organization were definitely over when I began shadowing Anthony in mid summer.
During my fieldwork, I continued to have email interactions with Richard and
tried hard to have five or ten minutes with him when he was “off the plane” and
available. I sent brief weekly email notes to Richard for three months. These notes had
three bulleted sections—which was the presentation form in which most information
traveled in the organization. The first section showed a bulleted list of my activities
during the past week—which meetings I went to, what those meetings were about, how
many interviews I did, etc. In the second section, I gave a summary of my general
reflections on observations. In the third section, I gave an overview of what I planned to
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do in the following week. I began to send notes to Richard in this format after observing
members’ presentations during weekly status meetings and reading emails from program
and project managers, in which they updated their team members on ongoing issues. Part
of my intent was to create a document which Richard would take time to read.
07/13/01
Activities
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Met with one of my advisors
Did library research on intra-organizational strategy
Attended meetings on Continuation of [Particular function] Hardware Dependencies and Royal
Fleet PT+
Had my weekly meeting with Anthony
Did two interviews
Worked on the display for the poster presentation of my project to [visiting Research VP] next
week
Reviewed my presentation display with Research lab director
Was given access to Anthony’s calendar so that I can hunt him down whenever I need to
Tried to catch up with fieldnotes

Observations
•

•

Attending two more teleconferences and having a phone interview made me start thinking about
how the macro-organizational structure imposed by working across different geographical
locations is affecting micro-interactions, which in turn reinforce the existing patterns of
transactions within the larger organization.
Talking to [member from Snowfield] was a good experience; as a member of management, his
perspective on organizational communication and “mission execution” was different from the
perspectives of my other interviewees.

Plans for next week
•
•
•
•
•

Figure 4.1

Meeting with my other advisor
Meeting with Anthony and Lydia to practice my poster presentation for [the visiting Research VP]
Starting to shadow Anthony to get a sense of a variety of activities during a typical day
Meeting with Anthony to get some Snowfield names
And doing some more catching up with note writing...

Sample of my weekly email notes to the director of program management.

Richard wrote me a couple of lines in response to these notes every week. In his
responses, he would make suggestions for meetings to attend or people to interview and
would occasionally comment on my observations. Scheduled meetings between Richard
and me took place once every five or six weeks; they were generally limited to half an
hour at the most; and they would not happen before getting postponed at least three times
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because of changes in his calendar. In these meetings, when they did eventually happen,
we discussed the ongoing events in the everyday life of the program management
organization against the backdrop of some questions I would raise from my
observations.24 Richard referred to our meetings as “breaks from his usual 100 miles an
hour pace.” I used these meetings, ethnographically speaking, to prompt reactions, based
on my ongoing observations, from a key organizational member in order to gradually
adjust my research problem and the reading of my data (Kirk & Miller, 1986).
In one of my five-minute talks with Richard during the lunch break of a customer
briefing, where he was giving a presentation on the Royal Fleet server family, he told me
that I would especially “enjoy the following couple of months.” It was close to the end of
August. Richard told me to wait and watch the “chaos” and the “endless back-and-forth”
that the development organization would get into after the Fall Plan came out at the end
of the month.

FALL PLANNING
“You missed it. We dropped it. I will have a copy made for you.” was an email
note from Anthony to me on August 29, 2001. I still had a cubicle in Building 704, about
which Anthony occasionally teased me, saying that I was an anthropologist who went to
Holiday Inn to sleep.25 That August day, I had stayed in the “Holiday Inn” to catch up
with fieldnote writing. It turned out to be the day when the annual plan document was
24

Richard and I were going to have a meeting after I had sent him the note which appears in Figure 4.1
above. As he opened his office door to let me in for this meeting, he said, “Welcome to my micro-world!”
We both laughed very heartily.
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published. The publication of the Fall Plan document happened by an email
announcement to a group of the members of the development organization, including
program managers. 2001 Fall Plan document was sent out as an attachment with the
email announcement and was 110 pages. The publication of this document indicated the
beginning of negotiations over product definitions and was a phase-shifting event for the
Hotville development organization. According to members participating in these
negotiations, the organization did not get out of “utter chaos” until the end of the year or
early January when “the plan closed.” Some argued that the plan in fact never closed.
Fall Planning26 is a corporate-wide annual process within Deep Purple.27 Some
members of the hardware development organization described this process in the
following ways during interviews:
“It is a proof process to ourselves through which we come
to believe that we have made the right decisions.”
“This process is designed to help cope with the question of
implementation. It is about making provisions for resources
on which everybody agrees.”
“It is the process through which the business, with its
variety of disciplines, attempts to establish a connection
between the budget and commitments for the deliverables
of the coming year, predominantly, and of years beyond, to
a certain extent.”

25

As soon as my internship in the research program was over at the end of the summer and my residence in
the setting got extended through an internship with the program management organization, I was moved
into an office in the older buildings, where the hardware development employees were located.
26 In Deep Purple, the term “Fall Plan” is used to indicate both the planning process and the plan document.
In this text, I will call the process Fall Planning and maintain the original term to refer to the document.
27 Every division within the corporation—Development, Marketing, Research, etc—goes through its own
Fall Planning process. My descriptions in this text reflect the significance and experience of this process
among the members of the hardware development organization. Members from other organizations in other
divisions, or even members from other organizations within the larger server development division, will
have different views about this process.
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The brand organization of a product line28 publishes the Fall Plan for that product
line in early fall upon the corporate finance group’s announcement of the development
budget for the coming year. The Fall Plan includes lists of names of team leads, chief
engineers, project managers, program managers, and development executives responsible
for the delivery of the coming year’s products as well as specifications of these products.
The plan document also shows the brand organization’s decision on what percentage of
the allocated budget will be spent in what area of development. In the Fall Plan, the brand
organization publishes its distribution of x amount of dollars to hardware development
and y amount of dollars to software and firmware29 development.
After the publication of the plan document, negotiations follow between the brand
and development organizations to create a balance between what the brand organization
wants to produce and what the development organization requires for the delivery of the
requested products within the allocated budget. During these negotiations,
representatives30 of groups within the development organization present their cases to
development executives for the resources they need in order to deliver the requested
products and to maintain the development activity.
Fall Planning involves different sets of negotiations among participants at
different levels in the development organization. One set of negotiations take place
between development executives and the corporate finance group over financial
28

Brand organizations in Deep Purple are made up of representatives of different corporate divisions
(Research, Development, Marketing, Sales, etc) involved in the production cycle. The major function of a
brand organization for a given product line is to keep on top of market trends for that product line.
29 In server technology, firmware is an interface function between the hardware and the operating system.
This function helps minimize the impact of hardware design changes on the use of a particular operating
system.
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parameters. Another set of negotiations go on between development and brand
organizations over product definitions. Yet another set of negotiations take place between
development executives and representatives of groups within development organizations
over budgets for programs and functional teams.
Figure 4.2 shows the major elements of the development activity. A member of
the development organization, Earl, who used to be part of the program management of
Royal Fleet PT, drew this diagram during an interview. Earl and I arranged to have this
interview, because he told me that he might be able to “help with my research problem.”
He came over to meet with me in my office and we started to talk about the planning
process. In this interview, Earl gave me his views on “what [problems] needed to be fixed
at which stages of the planning process.” Earl told me that I needed to understand the
different elements of the development activity in order to understand what was broken in
the process. He drew the diagram in Figure 4.2 on a piece of paper and explained to me
some of the events that usually occurred in the periods before and after the publication of
the plan document.
On the same piece of paper, Earl wrote down some major points of
recommendations I should make as a result of my research project, especially regarding
“executive decision-making,” which, in his view, was currently lacking the focus to
identify clear goals and objectives for the development teams. I nodded my head, told
him that his point was interesting, and listened to his description of the organizational
dynamics in the context of the planning process. I kept Earl’s diagram on my desk for a

30

These representatives are mostly, but not exclusively, program managers as well as second and third line
functional managers.
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while and used it to contextualize other members’ descriptions of interactions in the
context of the Fall Planning. Here, I will briefly explain the components of this diagram
in order to give the reader a general view of the organizational activity during this
process.

Figure 4.2

A member’s representation of different factors influencing the Fall Planning
negotiations.

The icon roadmap31 is the list of product specifications, which the development
organization receives from the brand organization in the Fall Plan. Members of the
hardware development organization in Hotville refer to the icon roadmap as the brand
organization’s “wish list.” This list represents the brand organization’s view of what

31

An “icon” represents a product in this context.
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products the company should be putting out to the market and therefore how much
money would be distributed among different development programs in the coming year.
After receiving the wish list from the brand organization, groups within the development
organization begin a process of “content optimization” to arrive at an executable
roadmap. This process involves doing cost calculations for proposed projects, taking
products “off the roadmap,” changing definitions of products, moving dates on schedules,
etc.
During Fall Planning, representatives of groups within the development
organization negotiate with development executives to get as much money as possible in
order to maintain the major elements of the development activity and to continue their
operations. The iterative negotiations between the brand and development organizations
are influenced by various factors. The budget is a bounding factor, which is, to a large
extent, outside the development organization’s domain of control. The development
organization, however, controls the other significant elements of the development
process. Critical skills are those skills that are specifically necessary to complete a
particular project. Skills refer to the general set of competencies that need to exist to
maintain everyday activity. Processes and tools make up the infrastructure for the
organization. Space needed to make the work happen is an important and accountable
resource. Technology represents the building blocks to choose from in order to develop
products. Fall Planning, from the perspective of the hardware development organization,
is about providing feedback to the brand organization’s wish list based on the
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requirements for all these elements in order to end up with a list of products to which the
development organization can commit.

Fall Planning and the Commonality Initiative
Members of the hardware development organization talked about Fall Planning as
a “relic of the past.” This process persisted over the last couple of decades, while the
company evolved from being the producer of very sophisticated, high-investment
products for an elite clientele to becoming the provider of a very broad spectrum of
technology products and services. This evolution had implications for the operations of
the internal development organizations, whose structuring and processes were changing
from what they were at the time when Fall Planning was institutionalized. Participants
described their experience of going through this “relic” of a process to be extremely
frustrating. Observing everyday interactions among organizational members as they went
through this process, on the other hand, was quite astonishing.
As the commonality initiative gained momentum from year to year, distinct brand
organizations within Deep Purple were merging to form a common brand organization
that would determine common portfolios for distinct development organizations. As this
merger moved towards completion at the corporate level,32 the finance group began to
allocate a budget to the new common brand organization, which then distributed this
budget among distinct development organizations for the development of common
programs.

32

The merger among distinct Deep Purple brand organizations had not been completed but it was in
progress during my fieldwork.
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In the context of this ongoing structural change within the corporation, Fall
Planning negotiations, which used to take place at multiple levels within one
development organization for several months to reach “executable roadmaps,” were now
taking place across previously distinct development organizations. Negotiations on the
definition of Royal Fleet PT+ during Fall Planning in 2001 provided important insights
into emerging patterns of interactions between the Hotville and Snowfield development
organizations of Deep Purple in the context of the commonality initiative.

EXECUTION INTERRUPTIS DURING THE DEFINITION OF ROYAL FLEET PT+
It was only two weeks after the publication of the Fall Plan when members from
the Hotville and Snowfield development organizations reached a dead end in their
negotiations about a particular feature in the definition of Royal Fleet PT+. In the Fall
Plan, the requested definition for the Hot-Boxes brand version of Royal Fleet PT+ server
system was as follows:
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Brand
GA
Configuration
Packaging

Service
Processor

CSP/Titan on Primary IO Book CEC
Service Delivery on HSC

H+: 8,16,24,32 Way
HPC+: 4,8,12,16 Way
CEC Tower
S/390 Rack 24" Rack
High Performance Nest 600 MHz
14 RioG Loops(28 Ports) 1GHz(Copper)
4,12,20,28 RioG Cu - 8 Max drawers
Striping uses two RIOG ports per Winnipeg
Titan CSP SP, Native IO
HMC Standard
Op Panel Virtualized in HSC
1-2 Fed Switches @ Bottom of A-Rack
FSP/ PHyp and 2 CECs/ rack moved Later GAs

Processor

GQ9s2 1.5/ 1.8GHz
Dynamic LPAR, 32 LPAR Partitions, Dynamic CUoD,
RSHyp Base

Service
Processor

CSP/ Titan on Primary IO book in CEC
Service Delivery on HSC

Memory

Outrigger Memory Ctlr
Fairwind2 L3 (128MB/MCM, 512 MB Max.)
4 GB, 8GB, 16GB, 32GB, and 64GB Cards
Min/Max Mem - 4GB /512GB

I/O

Catalina/RIO-G-Loops don't mix B&C B&C+
Bonnie and Clyde
Bonnie and Clyde-X (8 per node)
24 inch rack, 20 PCI slots per drawer
High Performance 160 PCI-X Slots total
Winnipeg / EADS-X
MixedB&C & B&C+ in B&C+ Frame
Federation MP
GP Retest to 128 Nodes
GQ9s2 to 8 Nodes
NUMA
VLAN

System is defined to
include the service
processor of the previous
generation product.

Figure 4.3

Hot-Boxes
../../2003

Internal Storage

Ultra3-160 SCSI DASD
18, 36, 72GB

HMC

1st Required
2nd Optional

Definition of Royal PT+ in the early phases of the 2001 Fall Planning
negotiations.

After the publication of the Fall Plan, members of a design team from Snowfield
engaged in phone and email interactions with the Royal Fleet PT+ program management
in Hotville. The designers in Snowfield were working on an innovative hypervisor
feature—NuevoHyp.33 The Snowfield team had tried their new design on Cool-Boxes
products and the results were successful. The Snowfield team wanted to remove the
service processor, which had been designed and used in previous generation products in
Hotville, from the Hot-Boxes version of Royal Fleet PT+ and replace it with NuevoHyp.

33

A “hypervisor” is part of the firmware capabilities in server technology that organizational members also
refer to as engineering software. While these capabilities are not terribly visible to the user, they enhance
hardware functions, especially those related to system maintenance and reliability.
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This change, as the Snowfield designers argued, would result in significant progress
towards building a “fully converged system-architecture” for Royal Fleet PT+.
An email message from Greg, the senior design architect of NuevoHype, to
Anthony pushed the negotiations between Snowfield and Hotville “out of control” from
the perspective of the members in Hotville. After Anthony’s response to this message,
Greg by-passed Anthony and sent a general message to a number of development
executives, including Anthony’s manager, Richard, to finalize the inclusion of NuevoHyp
in the definition of Royal Fleet PT+. This led to a series of teleconferences between
Snowfield and Hotville, which, according to organizational members in Hotville, was the
beginning of a major “execution interruptis” in the development of Royal Fleet PT+.
During the cross-site teleconferences, members of the two distinct development
organizations presented data regarding the cost and feasibility of including NuevoHyp
into the executable roadmap for Royal Fleet PT+. Participants in these teleconferences
included representatives of the Hot-Boxes brand organization, the hypervisor design team
in Snowfield, the service processor design team in Hotville, development executives from
Hotville, Snowfield, and Oldnorth, and the Royal Fleet PT+ program management team
in Hotville. These participants presented their cases to compare the risks to be taken
against the advantages to be gained by including a brand new feature into the system
definition for the first shipment of Royal Fleet PT+.
There was significant disagreement between the members from Hotville and
Snowfield about risks taken versus technical capability gained with a fully converged
system-architecture by making NuevoHyp part of Royal Fleet PT+. The participants
101

could not reach a resolution in teleconferences. The development executives asked the
representatives from Hotville and Snowfield to hold a series of face-to-face meetings in
Snowfield on the week of October 15, 2001. I attended these meetings in Snowfield with
the representatives of the Royal Fleet PT+ program management and service processor
design teams from Hotville. During this trip, I also conducted interviews with the
members of the Snowfield development organization, who played leading roles in these
meetings.

Hot-Boxes
Brand Organization

Hypervisor Team
in Snowfield
Deep
IBM Purple

Development
Executives in
Hotville, Snowfield,
and Oldnorth

Service Processor
Team in Hotville
Royal Fleet PT+
Program Management

Figure 4.4

Participants in the Fall Planning negotiations over the system definition of
Royal Fleet PT+.

“Intense” was the most common word that the conference participants used
during that week and long after that week to describe the general atmosphere of these
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face-to-face meetings. Before the trip to the “Fort”—as the Snowfield site was
nicknamed in Hotville—there was ongoing talk among the Hotville members about the
“turf fight” between the two design teams. According to some members in Hotville, the
prefix “Nuevo-” in the hypervisor’s name showed the Snowfield team’s intent to
guarantee their involvement in the high-end converged system Royal Fleet PT+ through
an association with the Hotville brand.
After hearing a synopsis of the technical discussions among the representatives of
different views, the development executives decided to keep the service processor
(designed in Hotville) as part of Royal Fleet PT+. They decided to include NuevoHyp in
the definition of the low-end system of the converged server family and not in Royal
Fleet PT+. This decision came out after members of the Hotville and Snowfield
organizations—who were almost literally locked in a conference room in Snowfield—
had argued eight hours a day for three days over the risks versus the advantages of
including NuevoHyp in Royal Fleet PT+. The participants from Hotville went out to
dinner in the evening of the fourth day, which was the last day of their trip to Snowfield.
One member from Snowfield, who was managing the Hotville-based design of the
“support function” for NuevoHyp, hosted the members from Hotville. No one else from
Snowfield was at the dinner.
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THE EMERGING QUESTION OF ORGANIZATIONAL IDENTITY
During one of my interviews with a member of the development organization in
Snowfield, my interviewee asked me to look around myself carefully to understand some
of the organizational implications of converging two previously distinct Deep Purple
brands. He wanted me to compare what I observed about life in the Snowfield site to
what I had been observing in Hotville and said:
“People who work here were probably born in this area and
have been here all their lives. They like working here. Life
is quiet and simple here. Everybody comes to work by 7:00
in the morning, and the whole plant will be empty by 5:30
in the afternoon. That’s the way we live here.”
This was quite a contrast to the work life of “Hotville cowboys,” as they were
called within Deep Purple. Work days in Hotville could start as late as 9:00 in the
morning, but people would easily stay until 9:00 in the evening if there was work to be
done. Work hours pointed to some of the most visible differences between the
organizational lives of “Hotville cowboys” and the members who worked in “Fort
Snowfield.” The deeper differences between the two development organizations were
rooted in what they had become to represent within and outside of Deep Purple.
The Hotville and Snowfield organizations produced two distinct product lines—
Hot-Boxes and Cool-Boxes, which targeted at very different segments in the server
market. This influenced the development of, what members called, “radically different
brand values.” The profile of the Cool-Boxes brand, which led the market with
innovative software applications that appealed to small businesses, was significantly
different from the profile of the Hot-Boxes brand, which was competing for market
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leadership in high hardware performance. The convergence of Hot-Boxes and CoolBoxes required the collaboration between two development organizations, each of which
represented radically different images of being a development organization (Beach &
Mitchell, 1998) within and outside of the corporation. These views had evolved over time
as these two organizations developed distinct histories; organizational structures; and
socially, culturally, politically as well as technically defined boundaries within Deep
Purple.
The development of Royal Fleet PT+ was a project-in-progress to create common
ground between two organizations, which had existed separately. Members from each
one of these two organizations had distinct views of who they were as an organization
and what they were doing as server developers. 2001 Fall Planning negotiations on
whether or not to include NuevoHyp in the definition of Royal Fleet PT+ marked a
significant period in the development of the second generation product of collaboration
between these two organizations. During these negotiations, representatives from these
organizations engaged in encounters that influenced the interactions between their
previously distunct organizations in the following phases of their collaboration. The talk
about the “turf fight” between the Hotville and Snowfield design teams during these
negotiations showed members’ definition of the meaning (Emerson et al., 1995) behind
their ongoing communicative acts. Observations of these acts from the viewpoint of
being partly in and partly out (Stewart, 1998), which was my participatory role in the
Hotville organization, revealed other questions that related to the members’
communicative acts of representing and negotiating their organizational identities.
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“Who represents the ownership of product definition?” was one emergent
question that framed the interactions between the members of the Hotville and Snowfield
organizations. “Ownership” is a member term in Deep Purple, which is used to signify
the accountability for the accomplishment of a project. Members pointed to the question
of ownership in the development of Royal Fleet PT+ with their interpretations of the
discussions over NuevoHyp as turf fight. In this case, the “owner” of the product’s
definition would not simply have the accountability—and therefore the jobs—for any
project but for the new version of the first converged system, which still carried a lot of
significance for the company’s future direction.
During the discussions over NuevoHyp, the Hotville and Snowfield organizations
had different goals and constraints, which translated into different interests, for their
involvement in the development of Royal Fleet PT+. These different interests were
mostly grounded in the fact that the two development organizations still continued to
produce their own brands. Royal Fleet PT+ carried the logo of the common brand but the
gross profit it would bring to the company would still be the honor, or the shame, of the
Hot-Boxes brand. The design team in Snowfield, on the other hand, was developing a
leading edge technology, which was a significant step towards creating a common
system-architecture between the two Deep Purple brands. This leading edge innovation
needed a “delivery vehicle” to get to the market. The first shipment of Royal Fleet PT+
would allow this innovation to enter the market in the very near future as part of a
product with high visibility within and outside of the company. The question about the
ownership of product definition that framed the negotiations between Hotville and
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Snowfield gained a deeper layer of meaning with the question “Whose interests represent
the interests of the company in the context of the commonality initiative?”
Participants in the discussions over NuevoHyp represented not only the
perspectives of different development organizations but also the perspectives of different
roles within these organizations. The design team in Snowfield had a role of creating
innovative technology to improve the technical capabilities of Deep Purple products. The
design team in Hotville was responsible for extending the usefulness of existing
technology for one more generation and for doing the groundwork to facilitate the
transition between technologies for the next generation products. The role of the program
management team for Royal Fleet PT+, the product of collaboration between the Hotville
and Snowfield organizations, was to deliver the products to market on time and within
the allocated budget to provide the highest revenue for the company. “Whose role
represents more value for the company’s goals, strategies, and future?” was a question of
organizational identity that the participants were negotiating with each other in their
discussions over the definition of Royal Fleet PT+.
These questions framed my thinking about the encounter between the members of
the Hotville and Snowfied organizations during and long after the trip to Snowfield. The
discussions on NuevoHyp represented a culminating episode of interactions between the
two Deep Purple organizations. These organizations were engaged in collaboration in the
changing context of a planning process that was grounded in the “pre-commonality”
goals and direction of the company. As my fieldwork continued in the Hotville
organization, I collected more evidence illustrating members’ acts of representing and
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negotiating who they were and what they were doing together as an organization in their
everyday collaborative actions. The concept of organizational identity began to emerge as
an interpretive framework for my analysis of other moments and events during a year in
the development of Royal PT+.

CHAPTER SUMMARY
In this chapter, I described my entry into the organization of this study and my
introduction to some of the key members. I gave an overview of a planning process that
formed the context of interactions within and across different organizations during my
data collection. I also described the development of an encounter between two
organizations, as they negotiated over the definition of a product in the context of the
planning process.
The purpose of this chapter was to provide background information on the
organization of this study and to lead the reader through my ethnographic sensemaking of
the interactions during a significant event. In the following chapters, I will describe my
observations from everyday life in the field setting and present my analysis of these
observations based on the interpretive framework of organizational identity, which
emerged out of my observations during this significant event. Then I will group the
findings of my analysis under different aspects of the communicative work of
representing and negotiating organizational identities during the collaborative
development of a product between two organizations.
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Chapter 5: Observations and Analysis of Distinct Organizational
Identities in Collaborative Development

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
This chapter will present ethnographic observations and analyses of instances
from the everyday organizational life in Deep Purple. These observations and analyses
will show how collaborative development is carried out as a process of interactions
among participants from different corporate organizations, different development sites,
and different professional skill groups. By presenting instances from the everyday life of
technology development, I will try to show the significance of organizational identity in
the larger organizational context of the setting in this study. I will discuss the role of
program managers in the management of collaborative actions among different
collections of participants through a narrative segment on a significant episode in this
organizational setting. The discussion of this segment will be based on the discursive acts
of the participants and representations of the official organizational discourse. In the last
section of this chapter, I will discuss the significance of the program manager role in
facilitating collective sensemaking among the participants and touch upon the connection
between collective sensemaking and the construction of a shared sense of organizational
identity in the context of collaboration.
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INTERACTIONS AMONG PARTICIPANTS IN COLLABORATIVE DEVELOPMENT
A server system is an extremely complicated machine. When I saw a “box” for
the first time, I immediately wondered how on earth so many different groups of people
could work together to build one. Anthony, who took me on my first lab tour, told me
that no one person in the company would know how the whole thing worked. He said,
“But it works! It is a miracle.” The development process of a server system, in my mind,
is a collaborative miracle. In this section of this chapter, I will describe collaborative
development as a process of interactions among different collections of individuals, who
participate in this process in different roles, with different interests, and from different
frameworks of action. I will analyze instances from my fieldnotes to reflect some aspects
of the dynamics of these interactions and discuss how the concept of organizational
identity is enacted in the everyday life of technology development.

Different Corporate Organizations
In a large high-technology corporation, product development is a joint activity
among different corporate organizations that carry out the functions of research,
development, manufacturing, sales and marketing. These different corporate
organizations represent distinct roles, interests, and frameworks of action within the
larger corporate entity. Organizational members, working within such a corporate
structure, carry out the roles, interests, and action frameworks of the corporate
organizations of their belonging (Wenger, 1998) in their everyday activity.
The product cycle for a large corporation can be conceptualized as a linear
sequence of events that pass through the domains of different corporate organizations
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along a timeline. This timeline starts with the analysis of the market demand for a
product, continues with the creation of an invention to meet the market demand and the
development of the invention as a product, and ends with the release of the manufactured
product to the market. According to this conceptualization, participants from different
corporate organizations are expected to interact with each other sequentially during the
phases of transition in the product cycle—from marketing to research, from research to
development, from development to manufacturing, and from manufacturing to sales and
marketing. Conceptualizing a linear sequencing for these interactions also presumes that
distinct roles, interests, and frameworks of action represented by the different corporate
organizations will support each other in distinct sequences of phase transitions during the
life cycle of the product. In a large high-technology corporation, on the other hand, the
development of a product, whether done in collaboration among distinct internal
development organizations or not, is a process of continuous interactions among
participants from different corporate organizations.
The structure of large corporations, like Deep Purple, defines formal patterns of
interactions between distinct organizations within the corporation, like between the brand
and development organizations. The Fall Planning is an organizational process that is
based on the formal patterns of interactions that have been established between the brand
and development organizations in the history of Deep Purple. The Fall Planning officially
begins with the publication of the Fall Plan document. The brand organization produces
the plan document based on their understanding of the market demand and then
announces it to the development organization as a list of products to be developed within
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a tactical time period.34 The development organization then responds to this list of
requirements through iterative negotiations. The formal structure of these interactions—
from the brand to the development, and then from the development back to the brand—
assumes a unidirectional pattern of relationships between these two organizations.
Observations of these interactions, on the other hand, indicate that during iterative
negotiations over the “Plan,” these two organizations flesh out their relationships in ways
that are not accounted for by the assumptions concerning the interactions between these
two organizations within the formal corporate structure. As distinct organizations interact
to maintain the development activity, they engage in reciprocal interrelationships that coevolve with the formal patterns of interactions between these organizations in the context
of the planning process.
In this chapter, I will base my analysis of the everyday life of collaborative
development in Deep Purple on segments of interactions among organizational members.
The segments I will discuss in the following section indicate that collaborative
development is a process of continuous interactions between distinct corporate
organizations. Developers, however, try to minimize these interactions during their
everyday activity because of the fundamentally conflicting aspects of their organizations’
roles, interests, and frameworks of action—which make up the core components of their
organizational identity—with the identities of other organizations within the corporate
structure.
34

The history of the Fall Planning goes back to five-year strategic planning cycles. During the time of my
fieldwork, the Fall Planning negotiations officially took place between August and December and covered
the product definitions for the coming year. However, the members of the development organization talked
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What is Development, What is Not: Customer Use as Identity Marker
In the first couple of months of my fieldwork, in order to orient my interviewees,
I would ask them to skim over the two-page research proposal for my internship project
to explain what I was interested to learn from them. The research proposal stated “Deep
Purple’s Challenge” in the following words:
The [Deep Purple server development division] is geared
towards commonality on the articulation of problems,
[whereby Hot-Boxes and Cool-Boxes product lines] share
development efforts. However, what is not common is the
determination of the best option for the customer. All
brands are still aiming at the broad spectrum of customer
requirements, with none of them being able to fulfill all of
them.

After talking to some of the participants about the proposal, I found out that the
underlying question in the statement of Deep Purple’s challenge was what the
participants called the “convergence” or “commonality” of previously distinct product
lines to form a single family of servers. The research proposal phrased the question of
converging server brands in terms of the difficulty of responding to the needs of a variety
of customers using distinct Deep Purple product lines.
In my first encounter with Zach, he put on his reading glasses and quickly
skimmed the proposal. Zach, an energetic man in his fifties, had big, inquisitive eyes and
a distinctly northeastern accent. Zach had a Ph.D. in electrical engineering; he had been
with the company for more than twenty-five years and had worked on countless Deep
Purple development projects. After he read the research proposal, he said, “The way
about the fact that no one believed that the Plan would never be changed again, even if it eventually closed,
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Deep Purple’s challenge is mentioned here, it is a brand recognition problem.” At the
time of my first encounter with Zach, I did not take this observation—Deep Purple’s
challenge as a brand recognition problem—as a significant lead into the ways in which
developers distinguish who they are and what they do as an organization from other
corporate organizations within Deep Purple. In this encounter, Zach also told me that
“development people see themselves [to be] removed from how the product is actually
being used, so complexity in terms of the manufacturing of different machines is seen as
a marketing problem.” After a longer time among the members of the Hotville
development organization and after many conversations with developers about what they
do, I realized the significance of Zach’s observation about how developers distinguish
their organizational identity from the identity of other corporate organizations in Deep
Purple. Later in my fieldwork, I found out that if a topic was related to customer use,
developers called it a “brand issue,” and if something was a brand issue, it did not,
fundamentally, concern the development organization.
The proposal did present the challenge posed by the commonality initiative as an
issue concerning the customer. What was not explicit in the proposal and what I first
heard from Zach and later observed in the everyday activity of the Hotville development
organization was the distinction between development and non-development
organizations within the company, especially between development and marketing.
Members drew this distinction through their communicative acts, as they reported on the
status of projects, made arguments about product definitions, and gave descriptions of
how things work in development to me as well as to each other. Members of the
during the one-year tactical time period that it was supposed
to cover.
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development organization defined their organization’s core domain of activity to be
clearly distinct from the domain of the brand organization, where development and
marketing organizations were expected to interact. Developers’ organizational discourse,
on the other hand, reflected the ongoing influence of marketing issues and concerns on
various aspects of the development activity. Descriptions of marketing among
developers, for example, varied from “something we [developers] have to deal with” to a
“threat to get our job done” in the context of the planning negotiations.
Zach’s current position was a role with no precedent in the development
organization. Zach told me that “Ray wanted the world to know about Royal Fleet PT
long before its release.” Ray was the hardware development executive in charge of
developing the Royal Fleet server family. The “game changer” high-end server box
Royal Fleet PT would be the first released product out of this new server family. Ray
assigned Zach to act as a liaison between the “outside world” and the development
organization. According to Zach, Ray wanted the information exchange about the
customer value for Royal Fleet PT to start earlier in the development process than what
had been customary within Deep Purple. Zach’s role was partly to publicize the technical
sophistication of the Royal Fleet server family and translate “engineering gibberish” for
the world to understand the “breakthrough” features of Royal Fleet PT. The other part of
Zach’s role was to bring in the customer’s perspective for its early incorporation into the
ongoing development activity. The representation of the value for the customer had
traditionally been inside the domain of marketing and outside the domain of
development. Zach’s role indicated that there was a move from within the development
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organization to interact with the members of non-development domains, like the domains
of customers, media, marketing, and sales throughout the development process.
Zach’s unprecedented position was a symbolic testimony to the traditional
distinction between the roles, interests, and action frameworks of the development and
non-development organizations within Deep Purple. Members of the development
organization pointed to this distinction in their discussions on product definitions. The
following excerpt from my fieldnotes describes a moment from a meeting on the
definition of Royal Fleet PT+ among the members of the development organization. It
illustrates how participants distinguished between what topics should be the focus of
development and what should be left for non-development organizations through their
use of discursive resources.
The topics of the discussion in the meeting were NuevoHyp
and its inclusion into the “[20]03 roadmap” for the Royal
Fleet PT+ machine for Hot-Boxes and Cool-Boxes. Some
people raised the issue that now that they were talking
about using NuevoHyp for both Hot-Boxes and CoolBoxes machines, these two would end up being a single
box. However, for this change to happen, some of the work
to complete the boxes as products that would be done on
Hot-Boxes and Cool-Boxes machines would be different.
The person leading the discussion repeated that these
“marketizing” issues would be worked later through the
brand organization and were not the focus of their
discussion at that time.

This fieldnote excerpt is from a teleconference among developers across different
development locations on the implications of including a feature—NeuvoHyp—into the
development of both versions (Hot-Boxes and Cool-Boxes) of the server program Royal
Fleet PT+. At this point in the teleconference, some of the participants are arguing that in
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case NuevoHype go into both Hot-Boxes and Cool-Boxes, these two versions will end up
being a “single box” as products. The participants then begin to talk about the
implications of presenting and releasing two versions of a server system as common
products, while some aspects of these systems, from the perspective of development, are
distinct from each other. As a response to this argument, the participant leading the
discussion orients the others in the teleconference to what they should be discussing at
that time, excluding the implications of releasing a single box from their discussion.
The use of the term “marketizing” in this fieldnote excerpt, as opposed to the
common term marketing, is an interesting way of underlining the distinction between
what is to be kept in and what is to be kept out of the ongoing discussion in this
encounter. Marketizing is a term from the development organization’s vernacular and
blends together “marketing/publicizing/advertising,” which represent different levels and
forms of interaction with customers. Lexical choice indicates the participants’
understanding of their situation and reflects their orientation to their organizationalcommunicative context through their selected ways of describing people, objects, or
events (Drew & Sorjonen, 1997; p. 99). Marketizing is a lexical choice describing the set
of activities that relate to the customer use of products. The use of this lexical choice
shows how the participants in this teleconference distinguish their focus and interests as
members of the development organization from the focus and interests of corporate
organizations that are concerned with customer use.
Speaker identity is a discourse analytic concept and is grounded in the
understanding that participants’ identities are accomplished in interaction (Goffman,
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1959), rather than being an exogenous and determining variable in the analysis of
interaction. Discourse analysts argue that the concept of speaker identity provides the
framework for constructing identity at different analytical levels. According to this
framework, participants manifest their institutional identity through their communicative
acts as they manage their institutional tasks. Person reference, lexical choice,
grammatical construction, turn-taking, and institutionally specific inferences are among
the discursive resources that participants use to establish their institutional identities
(Drew & Sorjonen, 1997).
In the above fieldnote excerpt, the use of the term “marketizing” in the
teleconference discussion works as a discursive resource for the members of the
development organization to manifest who they are and what they are doing as an
organization. One participant labels the presentation of the product as an issue of
marketizing and orients the others to exclude it as a topic that belongs to the brand
organization’s domain of activity. The use of this term becomes a communicative act that
positions the focus of the discussion among developers on topics that relate to their
organizational activity, which does not, at its core, involve direct interaction with
customers. After the participant leading the discussion tells the others that marketizing
issues will be discussed later, the participants drop the topic of creating a single product
from their ongoing discussion. This illustrates how the participants interactively establish
who they are and what they do—their organizational identity—by underlining what they
do not do or what is not part of their interests as an organization.
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Members of the development organization establish their organizational identity
through cuing each other as to what constitutes their interest as an organization during
routine interactions. The following fieldnote excerpt shows a moment of discussion about
a note from marketing in a development director’s weekly staff meeting.
One of the last two topics of the meeting was a note about
company strategy from marketing. Timmy asked if anyone
else had seen this note. Pan responded saying that it did not
knock his socks off when he saw it. Joe said that he did not
think it was relevant to the team because it looked like it
was more about software applications. The participants
spent virtually no time on the note. Later, Pan said to me,
“It was good that this note was not big news at the
meeting.” According to Pan, the lack of interest showed
that [the participants] were on top of the discussion about
company strategy for their team.

The participants at this meeting were a development director (third line manager),
second line development managers, and non-development managerial staff—the
operations manager in the director’s organization and a member from the human
resources organization. These meetings are usually set up for a period of an hour and
follow agendas that are based on the past week’s events as well as the events of periodic
phases in the everyday life of the organization, like promotion cycles and “development
milestones.”
Staff meetings are routine gatherings for participants to exchange information
about the ongoing events within an organizational domain of activity. In the development
organization, a meeting lead “calls the meeting.” This means that the meeting lead, or a
member representing the lead, sends out email invitations to the other participants.
Meeting leads might send out a meeting agenda with the meeting invitation or shortly
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before the meeting takes place. The meeting time is structured according to the meeting
agenda. The meeting lead uses the meeting agenda to guide the discussion among the
participants.
Staff meetings are communicative routines where participants engage in
interactions within the structure and expectations of how meetings take place in the
development organization. A meeting agenda provides an outline through which
participants interactively construct the organizational texts (Taylor & Van Every, 2000)
for their routines. Participants use these organizational texts to make collective sense of
their organizational actions. A staff meeting’s agenda, in this sense, is the meeting lead’s
representation of what constitutes the fundamental components of organizational action
for all the participants.

Organizational Identity in Communicative Acts
The segment on page 119 is from a moment towards the end of a staff meeting,
where Timmy, who is the meeting lead, brings up the “note about company strategy from
marketing” as an agenda item. Timmy introduces this agenda item with a question to the
participants about their knowledge of this note. The responses from two participants go
beyond answering Timmy’s explicit question to point to an underlying question: Does
this note have any significance for us and what we are doing? Pan frames his dismissive
response with humor, and Joe gives an explicit reasoning for his position about the note.
Within a short sequence, the participants make an evaluation of this note about the
company strategy as not relevant for their ongoing discussion and move their discussion
on to other topics.
120

Mumby and Clair (1997) discuss joking, making light of the situation, and
“blowing off” as components of the discursive strategy of trivialization in framing
everyday experiences that constitute the social structuring of organizations as systems of
power and control. In the above fieldnote excerpt, participants dismiss the relevance of
the note from marketing through such trivialization. They collectively describe this note
as something that does not concern their organizational interests and keep it “off the
agenda” in their staff meeting. Pan’s later comment on how the participants kept this note
off their agenda and why this was, in Pan’s opinion, the right thing to do is interesting as
a voluntary member check (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) about the significance of discursive
acts that distinguish the identity of the development organization from other corporate
organizations. This comment indicates that it is important for the participants to establish
a collective sense of who they are and what they are doing together and to understand
each other’s interpretation of this collective sense.
A sequence of discursive acts—a meeting lead’s question to the participants about
an email note, two participants’ dismissive responses to this question, which leads to
dropping the email note in question from the meeting agenda—might be interpreted
differently based on different kinds of evidence. Why did the meeting lead bring up the
topic of this note from marketing? When did he receive that note? Did he really not know
whether any one else had seen it, or did he ask the question “Has anyone seen this yet?”
as a lead to the question “Does this note have any significance for us and what we are
doing?” for which he got two answers. I do not have evidence to explain why the meeting
lead brought up this note and what goal he intended to achieve with his question about it.
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These are all important questions and are relevant for understanding what the participants
communicatively accomplish at this moment in their staff meeting. This sequence, like all
other ethnographic data, gives cues into different interpretations, which the ethnographer
might pursue based upon the depth and scope of empirical evidence.
The sequence in the excerpt on page 119, as a piece of empirical evidence,
represents how members of the development organization use moments in their
communicative routines to orient each other to what constitutes their organizational
identity as an organization. This sequence also presents evidence for the argument that it
is difficult to define organizational identity as a stable structure. Members continuously
construct the meaning of who they are and what they do as an organization in their
routine as well as non-routine encounters. During these encounters, members flesh out
their interrelationships as part of an organization and communicatively construct the
boundaries of their organization’s roles, interests, and frameworks of action, which make
up their organizational identity. These constructions evolve over time, as members
continue to interact. An organization’s identity, in this sense, takes form and meaning in
the interactions of its members against the backdrop of the formal structural definitions of
what the organization is and what it does. When we observe how members engage in
communicative acts to orient each other to the core elements of their organization’s
interests, we begin to understand organizational identity as a dynamic construct that is the
product of co-evolution between members’ communicative constructions and the
organization’s formal structure.
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Chapter 4 describes the Fall Planning process as a sequence of negotiations
among different corporate organizations (brand and development) and across different
organizational levels (development executives versus representatives of program
management and functional development teams) within the hardware development
organization. The Fall Planning is a significant event in the product development cycle
where participants from brand and development organizations negotiate over product
definitions and development budget to come to a joint point with respect to what they are
going to be developing in the following year and beyond. Members of the hardware
development organization describe the Fall Planning as a process of decision-making on
“execution plans” for the development of products. Regardless of whether participants
decide on these execution plans or not, the negotiations over these plans create platforms
of interaction among participants from different corporate organizations, specifically
from the brand and development organizations. The difference in the frameworks of
action between these two organizations, however, makes it difficult for the participants to
sustain their interactions and lead to the “chaos” and “endless back-and-forth” that
members of the development organization talk about in their descriptions of the planning
process.
Members of the development organization frequently refer to the interactions
between the brand and development organizations, especially during discussions about
how projects get done and which projects get done. One such discussion took place
during the post-mortem session on the NuevoHype workshop. I helped organize this postmortem session in May 2003, where I sent out a group email invitation to a list of key
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participants35 from Hotville and Snowfield. I asked these participants to join a
teleconference to talk about the events that led to the NuevoHype workshop of October
2001. The following excerpt from the transcript of this post-mortem session36 shows a
moment from the participants’ discussion about how some of the events evolved in the
definition of Royal Fleet PT+ in 2001:
Greg:

I really wonder what happened. Is there
some indication we could have done with
the brand or something? [So] that they
would have gotten it sooner? If the brand
would have been pushing harder back in
October of 2001, you know? But there
wasn’t any push—I don’t think. You know
but over the course of next year they sure
got educated. [chuckle]

Joe:

And they sure..

Greg:

Yeah and they sure changed-they changed
their minds. And also was there anything we
could have done differently there?
[pause]

35
36

Senem:

Yeah, that is the question I think we need to
be asking. What do you guys think?

Dan:

My experience of the last six or seven years
with Hot-Boxes and the business side is that
their crystal ball is very near term.

Stan:

And secondly, the-they basically take their
significant input from the customer, not
from development. Now I have had several
arguments with them [when] one box wants

Anthony and Greg put together the list of key participants for this post-mortem session.
Cast of participants in this post-mortem session were:
Greg
Senior design architect of NuevoHyp (in Snowfield)
Senem
The ethnographer (in Hotville)
Anthony
Hardware program manager of Royal Fleet PT+ (in Hotville)
Stan
Distinguished engineer, [server software] architecture (in Hotville)
Jason
Server platform architect for common servers (in Hotville)
Dan
Global firmware [service processor] architect for common servers (in Hotville)
Joe
Project manager for NuevoHyp (in Snowfield)

124

to do some one-off bizarre design, and I’ve
tried to make the comment that, you know,
customers’ total cost of ownership, they
shouldn’t have to expect to be re-trained for
each new box, because we decided to do
something different on that box.
In this transcript excerpt, Greg raises a general question to the other participants
about what the developers could have done differently to guide the (Hot-Boxes) brand
organization’s decision during the negotiations over whether or not to include NuevoHyp
in the definition of Royal Fleet PT+. As a response to Greg’s question about the brand
organization’s actions, Dan makes a statement, using the metaphor of a crystal ball, and
argues that the actions of the Hot-Boxes brand organization are defined on a very short
time frame. This is an obstacle for the development organization, which operates on
design cycles that are significantly longer than this short time frame. Stan continues
Dan’s argument—as he takes the floor by saying “And secondly, …”—about the
differences between the brand and development organizations. Stan’s contribution to the
argument is his observation on who is the audience for the brand organization’s actions.
According to Stan, the brand organization’s audience is the customer, and for this reason,
their actions are defined by the customers’ perspective, rather than the perspective of the
development organization.
In this segment, members of the development organization go through a moment
of reflection about the possible points of interaction between the development and the
brand organizations during product definition. The participants’ responses during this
reflection point to fundamental differences in the ways brand and development, as
corporate organizations, construct the frameworks that guide their actions. These
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fundamental differences come to play during the encounter between the participants from
these organizations, especially when they engage in continuous interactions in the context
of planning negotiations to define products.

What Development Will or Will Not Do: Negotiations over the “Wish List”
The transcript excerpt on pages 124-125 shows how participants discursively
construct brand and development as distinct corporate organizations. A more general
discursive marker, signifying the distinct identities of the brand and development
organizations, is the term “wish list” among the members of the development
organization. This term refers to the “icon roadmap” announced by the brand
organization at the beginning of Fall Planning. Developers also refer to the so-called wish
list as “the Fall Plan Kick-Off” and circulate it as the announcement for the definitions of
the upcoming year’s products from the perspective of the brand organization. I heard
about the wish list from different members of the development organization. Anthony’s
explanation of what the wish list meant “for us [developers],” though, was the most
descriptive of all the references to this list as a statement of organizational identity.
Anthony told me about the brand organization’s wish list when I told him that I had
interviewed a member of the marketing organization.37 He asked me about “what a
marketing weenie had to say” and went on to explain the wish list that comes from the
brand organization, through marketing, “every Fall Plan season.”

37

I met this member at a customer briefing for the Royal Fleet server family and arranged to have a phone
interview with him. This was the first and last time I encountered a member of the marketing organization
at the Hotville site during my fieldwork.
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At the beginning of every Fall Plan period, the wish list comes in the form of
100+ pages of graphics and text, which describe the “icons”—meaning products and
product features “on the roadmap”—for the coming year. This list represents the brand
organization’s view of what kinds of products should be committed to the corporation for
market competitiveness. The brand organization’s view comes from various indicators of
what the market needs are for a given product line. There is, however, a discrepancy
between the frame of action that the roadmap from the brand organization requires and
the one that the development organization needs to maintain in order to continue its
operations. In a conversation with Richard, he pointed to this discrepancy as a cultural
difference between these two organizations:
“If you cut from today’s development money, you basically
put your future in technological leadership at risk. This is a
cultural difference between brand and development.
Computers are not baked overnight like cookies… You
can’t run this operation like a utility, where you turn the
power on and off to save money. When the brand tells me
to stop spending on that and instead to spend on this, well, I
have already made 2/3 of the investment I need to make on
that other thing…”

Richard, who oversees the hardware development of multiple server programs for
the Hot-Boxes and Cool-Boxes product lines, gives this description as an “authority”
(Taylor & Van Every, 2000) for the hardware program management organization. Taylor
and Van Every (2000) discuss communicative authority as a key concept in their
theoretical framework of the emergent organization:
[F]or a kind of knowledge that has been generated by the
collective interacting of an organizational group to be
symbolized and thus known at the individual level, it must
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find a spokesperson who is authorized to enunciate it,
symbolically. It is in fact in this power to enunciate that
authority lies. … [O]rganization is a system of collective
action, which develops subsymbolic knowledge whose
formulation in a conventional language of symbols is the
motivation for the emergence of organizational
macroactors. These actors speak in the name of the group
as a whole and thus represent it, both by giving it a voice
and by interpreting back to it in symbolic form what it
collectively knows (pp. 140-141; emphasis in original).

Richard’s representation of the cultural differences between development and
brand is important to understand members’ orientation to the distinct frameworks of
action between different corporate organizations in Deep Purple. As Taylor and Van
Every argue, an organizational group’s collective sense of what is meaningful for them to
do emerges from representations by voices of authority—like the voice of Richard,
whose organizational position gives him a function of representation for the development
organization’s action framework. Organizational members construct a collective sense of
the identity of their organization through such representations. Richard describes the
distinction between brand and development as a question of culture. The link between
culture and identity becomes visible in the definition of organizational identity as an
organization’s culturally embedded sensemaking of “who we are in relation to the larger
social system to which we belong” (Fiol et al., 1998). According to this definition,
organizations substantiate aspects of their identity in the historically developed and
socially maintained meaning-making practices that make up their culture (Geertz, 1973).
Richard’s description of the cultural differences between development and brand
points to a significant distinction between these two organizations’ frameworks of action.
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It is important to contextualize this distinction against the backdrop of the initiative to
collaboratively develop a “single family of servers.” Organizational actions to implement
the commonality initiative reflect the formal patterns of interactions between brand and
development organizations that are embedded in the company’s history of producing
distinct product lines. In Deep Purple, every server family within a given product line
includes low-end/entry, mid-range, and high-end boxes, which have different levels of
technological capability and appeal to different customer bases in the market. In the
history of the server development organization, distinct product lines have evolved to
establish themselves predominantly with one category of boxes in the market. The HotBoxes product line, for example, has established a market presence with their high-end
boxes38 whose high hardware performance meets very sophisticated computing needs.
The Cool-Boxes product line, on the other hand, has been known for meeting computing
needs of small to mid-size businesses with low-end and mid-range boxes whose optimal
hardware capabilities are able to support changing software applications. Collaborative
development of a single family of servers between these two product lines has
implications for the ongoing development activity as well as for the allocation of budget
for the future generations of boxes across all three categories.
The brand organization’s role, within the larger collective system of a technology
development corporation like Deep Purple, is to keep on top of market trends for each
product line and to provide input for the direction of the development activity. The
enactment of this role is largely about mapping specific territories in the market for the

38

In Deep Purple, the names of boxes have indicators to show their categories. In this text, I use the short
name for a PT boat “PT” to indicate high-end boxes.
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growth of share for specific product lines. Doing this mapping for a new converged
product line, with no existing brand name and no existing customer base, is about not
only covering a large amount of unknown territory but it is also about creating territory in
the market space. This task involves high uncertainty, high probability for surprises, and
sudden shifts of direction during the process. Mapping such unknown territory is risky;
mapping a large area of unknown territory to find out long-term possibilities for growth is
even riskier. These risks influence the brand organization’s framework of action, which is
bound by the necessity to understand and act upon the present and near-future market
needs.
The development organization’s role is to produce “boxes” with leading-edge
technology at the lowest cost in order to bring the highest possible revenue to the
corporation. It is important to note that the most important criteria for what makes
technology leading-edge differ among distinct product lines. For Hot-Boxes, it is high
performance. For Cool-Boxes, it is the integration of basic components that the user
needs in order to run a system. For Big-Boxes, developed in Oldnorth, it is reliability.
These different criteria affect the interactions among the organizations that develop these
distinct lines as they engage in collaborative development. Developing leading-edge
server technology is an activity that requires a significant amount of investment at the
early phases of designing new generation products. Richard, in the fieldnote excerpt on
page 127, highlights this observation in his description of the development activity, using
analogies to contrast it with “baking cookies” and “running like a utility.” The fact that
developing server technology is not like baking cookies or running a utility business
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makes the maintenance of this activity dependent on high investment early in the process
to produce competitive products, which influences the development organization’s
framework of action.
Representatives of the brand and development organizations interact to establish
directions for the ongoing development activity. These interactions officially take place
during negotiations over product definitions and budget allocations in the formal
structure of the Fall Planning process; however, as developers say, the “Fall Plan never
closes.” Throughout the development cycle, the brand and development organizations
continue to interact to maintain the development activity within and outside of the formal
patterns of the planning process. Budget cuts, for example, are events in the
organizational life of the development organization, where brand and development, as
distinct corporate organizations, interact to reach a resolution. Figure 5.1 is the
reproduction of a diagram that Richard had “authored” (Taylor & Van Every, 2000) for
one of his presentations on budgets cuts. He also referred to this diagram in our
discussion on the cultural differences between brand and development. The diagram
shows a large infrastructure at the bottom of the pyramid of development spending,
which supports all other components of the development process. The arrows indicate
that the flexibility to make shifts in the budget allocation decreases towards the bottom
and increases towards the top of the pyramid. The ROI (Return on Investment) also
increases towards the top and decreases towards the bottom of the pyramid, which is the
point of this diagram. The curved line that cuts across the tip of the pyramid shows the
place where budget cuts and outsourcing happen, implying that they occur at a point
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where the organizational activity is flexible enough for sudden shifts but the return on
investment is also very high.

Development Budget Dynamics

BUDGET

Product
Test, Launch

Candidates for cuts
and outsourcing

Platform
Firmware, Software, Bring-Up

Base Technology
Chips, Packaging, Qualification

Infrastructure
Admin, Staff, Last Level Support, Brand, Allocations

FLEXIBILITY

Figure 5.1

ROI

A member’s representation of budget dynamics for the development of
server technology products.

This diagram represents the position that Richard was voicing in his point about
“having already made 2/3 of the investment” by the time the brand organization makes a
move to redirect the development activity from one set of products to another. Such shifts
in the direction of organizational activity are meaningful in a framework of action that is
guided by the need to act upon immediate to short-term indicators of market trends.
These shifts are meaningless in the best case and detrimental in the worst case scenarios
in the life of an organization whose framework of action is dependent upon long-term
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investments to maintain market leadership. As the brand and development organizations
try to come to a common point with respect to what they are going to do together, their
distinct frameworks of action influence the participants’ interactions in ways that result in
the participants’ experience of being in an “endless back-and-forth.” When this
experience among the participants reaches a certain threshold, their interactions come to a
complete stop. What one organizational member describes as a cultural difference
between the brand and development organizations illustrates a discrepancy between the
frameworks of action of these two corporate organizations. As participants from these
organizations interact, within or outside of the context of Fall Planning, this discrepancy
affects the participants’ ability to make collective sense of who they are and what they do
together in relation to the larger corporate system of Deep Purple.
Developing a high-technology product, regardless of the diversity among the
organizational groups that are engaged in the development work, is an act of
collaboration among different corporate organizations with distinct—and sometimes
conflicting—roles, interests, and action frameworks. Development, in this sense, is a
process of continuous interactions among participants that engage in this process from
very different perspectives. The maintenance of development activity then becomes a
question of sustaining the ability of participants to interact and make collective sense of
their distinct organizational identities.
In this section, I have argued that collaborative development is a process of
interactions among participants from different corporate organizations, focusing
specifically on the interactions between marketing—as marketing relates to the activities
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of the brand—and development organizations. In the next section, I extend this argument
to include the importance of understanding collaborative development as a process of
interactions among participants from different development sites, representing the
identities of distinct internal development organizations within Deep Purple.

Different Development Sites
Chapter 4 describes an episodic event during the planning negotiations to define
Royal Fleet PT+, which was the next generation product of the largest collaborative
effort at the time between two different Deep Purple development sites. I describe this
event as episodic in the sense in which Luhmann (1995) uses the term episode to signify
a sequence of events, with a beginning and an ending that allows the participants in an
organization to suspend the normal constraints of communicative practice and to explore
alternative ones. Hendry and Seidl (2003) discuss episodes, in the framework of
Luhmann’s theory, as moments of reflection to initiate strategic change on routines and
structures in the life of an organization.
The “NuevoHyp episode”39 among the members from Snowfield and Hotville
provided a series of moments in the everyday activity of the development organization.
The sequence of events and teleconferences led to a culminating moment in the
interactions between Snowfield and Hotville with the workshop in October 2001, where

39

This term indicates an instance of merging between emic and etic categories of descriptions, which has
been a topic of debate in anthropological research. While I was transcribing the recording of the postmortem session on the NuevoHyp workshop, I realized that the participants were referring to the week of
the workshop as the “NuevoHyp episode.” I later asked one of the participants how they came to talk about
this event as an “episode,” and he said, “You started it!” When I re-read the emails I had sent to the
participants to set a time for the post-mortem, I saw that I had committed an ethnographic slip and referred
to the event as the “NuevoHyp episode” in one of my emails!
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the representatives of the two organizations negotiated over and defined the product of
their collaboration. These events and teleconferences during the August-October 2001
time frame presented moments of reflection for the members of the Hotville
organization.40
In this section, I will analyze field data representing the interactions among
participants from different development sites involved in collaborative development. The
data for analysis will include moments where participants described aspects of the socialorganizational structuring of Deep Purple during the time frame of the NuevoHyp
episode. I will also present instances of members’ general reflections during interviews
with me and during their everyday collaborative activity on the implications of working
across multiple sites.

Which Organizational Identity—Product Line, Geographic Region, or Professional
Expertise?
The NuevoHyp episode began, from my point of view as an ethnographer in the
setting of the Hotville organization, soon after the announcement of the 2001 Fall Plan,
when Anthony, the program manager of Royal Fleet PT+ received an email note from
Greg, the senior architect of NuevoHyp in Snowfield. I met Anthony in his office before
a Royal Fleet PT+ project meeting, as I had been doing for more than a month by then.
That day Anthony’s face was different from how he usually looked in the mornings—
unshaven and expressionless. He said to me, “A key guy in my team is cutting the life
40

I conducted my fieldwork at the Hotville site and can base my interpretations only on the field data from
the everyday life of the Hotville organization. Nevertheless, given the nature of events that evolved around
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blood to my computer.” According to Anthony’s account of the email exchange he had
been having with Greg, the participants from Snowfield were trying to isolate Anthony
from the discussion on NuevoHyp, because they were “seeing him as a threat” and “they
wanted his badge.”41
Later in my fieldwork, there were other days when Anthony came to work,
looking like he had not held a razor or a comb for a week. I learned on one occasion that
for Anthony not-grooming was an act of “putting on war colors.” He would tell me that
years ago during a project, he and one of his “buds” working on the same project did not
shave or get a hair cut until their project “GAed.”42 The morning after the email note
from Greg was the first of a number of mornings where Anthony appeared disheveled
during the NuevoHyp episode.43
The day when two key participants in the collaboration between the Hotville and
Snowfield organizations reached a conclusive point in their interactions was like any
other day in the collaborative development of Royal Fleet PT+ in many ways. Anthony,
the program’s hardware development manager, attended various meetings, where he gave
and received status reports on the different components of the program. Most meetings
concerning the development of a hardware program in Deep Purple are teleconferences
involving participants from different development sites. The general practice is to
the NuevoHyp episode, it is arguable that collaborative action between two organizations would present
similar moments of reflection during such episodes among the members of both organizations.
41 Two months later from this point, during an emotionally intense moment at the NuevoHyp workshop in
Snowfield, one development executive in Snowfield told everyone to be serious about what type of
arguments they made and to put their badges on the table, if necessary. At that moment, Anthony’s remark
from two months earlier gained more significance in my interpretation of the intensity of interactions in the
NuevoHyp episode.
42 This is the acronym for the General Announcement of a product.

136

physically participate in these teleconferences by going to the assigned conference room
at each site. Participants, however, might “call in” to participate in any teleconference
from their individual offices, instead of going to the conference room assigned for the
teleconference. Organizational members describe the surface meaning of “calling/dialing
in” from one’s office as an act of “time management.” However, members also interpret
the act of calling/dialing in, instead of physically being in the conference room, as an
indicator of the degree of participation in the teleconference. Conference leads regularly
ask the participants who choose to stay in their offices “to please come and join the call
in the conference room.” It is also common practice for these participants to stay in their
offices despite the conference lead’s solicitation.
At the beginning of the Fall Plan season, besides attending teleconferences,
Anthony made individual phone calls to organizational members in remote development
sites for updates on various issues like the budget for his program and the yield status of
“his parts”—processor chips that would go into the building of the program.
Organizational members frequently participate in “calls,” where a number of participants
come together for a discussion on the phone. The topics of these discussions might be
determined during a teleconference, as a smaller group among the conference participants
gets into a discussion among themselves, and the conference lead, or the participants,
decide that this group should meet “off-line” to complete their discussion. “Off-line”
does not necessarily indicate face-to-face meetings on one site. Participants use the term
“off-line” to refer to any of their arrangements for meetings outside of the context of an

43

I observed another program manager in the Hotville organization follow a similar practice for more than
a year until his program GAed.
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ongoing gathering. These meetings might be a phone call among a small number of
participants from different development sites. Phone calls on various topics, where
participants from different development sites interact, are a significant part of everyday
life in the development organization. It is common for organizational members to “listen
in” during these calls from their office phones, as they “do email” or do other kinds of
work in their offices. Organizational members usually put the microphones of their
phones “on mute” and listen to the ongoing interaction through their phone speakers,
except for the moments when they respond to a question or comment on a topic.
The fieldnote excerpt below is from the day when NuevoHyp began to appear
regularly in the interactions between the Hotville and Snowfield organizations. It
illustrates a moment of reflection, in Hendry and Seidl’s (2003) terms, by Anthony, as he
explains to me the “cultural dynamics” of a whole day’s discussions on NuevoHyp. This
is a key moment, ethnographically speaking, that reflects members’ framing of who is
talking to whom in the context of ongoing interactions between two different
development sites during the definition of a collaborative product.
Towards the end of a long day in the first week of Fall
Planning, Anthony received a call from someone in
Snowfield, who was involved in the Cool-Boxes version of
Royal Fleet. Anthony was listening to him through the
phone speaker, so I could hear the conversation without
being able to understand or capture all the details. After
Anthony gave a summary of how events evolved in the last
two days, the person from Snowfield said he would call a
meeting with the software team to understand what is
exactly happening on the Snowfield end. Anthony looked
totally exhausted as he was talking on the phone. When he
hung up, he paused to sigh and said that conversation made
him feel a little better. He said, “For your information, the
cultural dynamics in this situation are indeed very
complex” and I became as attentive as I could. “The
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cultural debates here are between Hot-boxes vs. CoolBoxes, northerners vs. southerners, and software vs.
hardware. On top of all, I am seen as a Hotville hardware
guy from Oldnorth, which is basically the worst of all
possible combinations in this situation!”

The above fieldnote excerpt illustrates a moment of interaction between two
participants—Anthony in Hotville and John44 in Snowfield—about the events of the
previous two days, after the Hot-Boxes “brand definition” of Royal Fleet PT+ was
published in the Fall Plan. The focus of this phone conversation, from the point of view
of an outside observer like me, was on the functionality-specific differences between the
perspectives of participants from Hotville and Snowfield in the context of the rising
arguments over NuevoHyp. The cultural significance of being from one development site
versus another in the history of the company, however, was something that I, as an
outside observer, could not pick up at first.
After the phone call with John, Anthony creates an opportunity for a tutorial for
me, the naïve ethnographer, and explains the distinctions between Hot-boxes vs. CoolBoxes, northerners vs. southerners, and software vs. hardware in the context of the
ongoing interactions between participants from Hotville and Snowfield. This moment
shows how organizational members guided me through the ongoing organizational events
and how I gradually gained insights into the contextual layers of these events as I
collected and compared these acts of guidance. These acts, on the other hand, are
indicative of how members, themselves, orient to their communicative activity as they

44

The person on the phone in this call, whom I did not know at the time, was one of the key players in the
negotiations over NuevoHyp. In this text, I refer to him as John. He later co-arbitrated (with Anthony) the
NuevoHyp workshop in Snowfield.
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interact across identity boundaries that are defined on distinct Deep Purple server brands,
distinct geographic regions of Deep Purple development sites, and distinct areas of
expertise among Deep Purple developers. Members carry their collective knowledge of
what it means to belong to one or the other of these distinct organizational identities,
which have been established in the history of Deep Purple and are bounded by product
lines, development sites, and professional expertise. This knowledge forms the
participants’ larger interactional frames (Goffman, 1974) as they engage in collaborative
development across the boundaries of distinct organizational domains of belonging
(Wenger, 1998) and across the distinct organizational identities that these domains
represent.

Cowboys against the Fortress
The two development sites, Snowfield and Hotville, whose members were
engaged in the collaborative development of Royal Fleet PT+, were locations with very
different regional characteristics. Snowfield was a small town that offered three major
venues for employment—health care, computers, and dairy farming—to a Midwestern
community. Hotville was a mid-size city in the Southwest, whose population and
business opportunities reflected the eclectic character of a place that had been evolving
from a cattle town and a hippie college town to a high-tech boom town over the last thirty
years. Even though most of the organizational members in the Hotville location were, as
some called themselves, “migrant workers of technology”45 from different places across
the world, their nickname in the company was “Hotville cowboys.” Cowboy, in this
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sense, represented the Hotville members’ attitude of independence from the other Deep
Purple development locations, specifically from the “Oldnorth Mafia” in the northeast,
where the company’s history in server development began in the 1950s. The nickname
for the Snowfield site “Fort Snowfield” also represented an attitude of independence from
the “Oldnorth Mafia.” Snowfield’s independence, however, was unitary within the
“Fort.” The image of the Snowfield organization as a secluded stronghold was very
strong among the members of the Hotville organization. When I told members in Hotville
that I was going to travel with the service processor team to Snowfield for the NuevoHyp
workshop, I would get responses like, “Be careful where you go there. They will shoot
you if you walk down the wrong aisle.” I made a better sense of these comments when I
went to the Snowfield site and noticed artifacts like poster boards that labeled CoolBoxes as the products of “Cool Nation” at the reception area of the site’s main building.
“Hotville cowboys,” on the other hand, were portrayed to be lacking, or rather,
not paying much attention to, such unity as an organization and to be constantly
discussing and changing their decisions. I heard this characterization of the Hotville
organization, within and outside of this organization, from different members. Leo, a
development director in Snowfield, who was responsible for establishing the software
strategy for the collaborative development of Hot-Boxes and Cool-Boxes products, was
one of the members I interviewed during my trip to Snowfield. The below fieldnote
excerpt from this interview shows how Leo talked about the difference between
Snowfield and Hotville “styles” of making decisions:

45

For a year, I shared an office with a circuit design engineer, who was originally from Taiwan. He told
me that Asian engineers in the Hotville location also call each other “hi-tech coolies.”

141

… Even the way some people asked questions might rub
wrong. Leo argued that the Snowfield style was to work
through a problem and look for details and facts to come up
with a solution. This style involved asking for the next fact
and probing for particulars. Leo resembled the Snowfield
style problem-solving to problem-solving in a socialistcollectivist environment. In this approach, when decisions
are closed, they are done. On the other hand, Hotville
applied a free form in decision-making. Leo argued that the
project discipline in Hotville was very different. It was
difficult to be sure when decisions were made final.

In this fieldnote excerpt, Leo’s qualification of the “Snowfield style” as
resembling socialist-collectivist behavior points to fundamental differences in the
frameworks of enacting hierarchy and order between the Hotville and Snowfield
organizations. Leo does not specifically refer to “Hotville cowboys” in this interview.
This image of the Hotville organization, however, whether described with that specific
label or not, is part of the collective knowledge of organizational members, who interact
across the boundaries of distinct development sites during their collaborative
engagements. The juxtaposition of these images of “cowboys” versus dwellers within a
“Fort,” who work together as part of a “socialist” environment, reveals a significant
difference between the ways in which participants from Hotville and Snowfield
communicatively construct and present themselves as part of a collectivity—an
organization, a project team, a collaborative team, etc—in their interactions with each
other.
This argument about the different ways of approaching a problem between the
two different development sites came up during the post-mortem session on the
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NuevoHyp workshop of October 2001. The following is an excerpt from the recording of
this session, which took place in May 2003:46
Greg:

And I thought of that where—believe it or
not I am not as much of an asshole as you
guys think I am.
[loud laughter]

46

Senem:

I don’t know where you got that! I need to
check my writing!

Greg:

You know, I don’t think we would’ve gotten
where we were at if I wasn’t as much of an
asshole as I was.

Senem:

Can you describe [that] a little bit further,
though, I don’t think I understand what
you’re saying… [chuckle]

Greg:

You know I don’t think I am—ahh being
you know, macy macy and fussy would have
achieved the goal.

Anthony:

I agree with you. I don’t think that is the
adjustment to make. You gotta have a source
of vision, right?

Stan:

Yeah, I don’t think Deep Purple really
expects… I mean they don’t need to pay
people like you what they pay you if all
you’re gonna say is yes, and not tell them
no, or tell them no you’re going to do
something different sometimes. Ahh…
Certainly I am not noted for my even
temper, or ahh…

Senem:

[chuckle]

Stan:

Ahh…

Jason:

I think the personality of Hot-Boxes, as Dan
and I have talked about is people want to
quibble and keep discussing and not-

Joe:

We’re getting booted guys…

Please refer to footnote 36 for the cast of participants.
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[Joe in Snowfield tells us that there are
people waiting outside of their conference
room and we end the teleconference.]
In this transcript excerpt, participants raise interesting points about their
interactions during the NuevoHype episode and about their sense of what is generally
expected of them as members of Deep Purple during moments of conflict in collaborative
development. Jason’s point on the “personality” of Hot-Boxes reflects the factors that are
at play during interactions between collaborating participants from different Deep Purple
sites, representing distinct product lines. Jason’s description of the quibbling
“personality” of Hot-Boxes, like Leo’s description of the Hotville organization as
following a “free form in decision-making,” portrays an organizational image of
unruliness and freedom from established order. The characteristics of this organizational
image go under the semantic domain of the cowboy metaphor and radically contrast the
characterization of Snowfield through the images of a “Fort” and a “socialist-collectivist
environment,” which are replete with metaphorical connotations of order, control, and
hierarchical structuring of organizational action. The development of Royal Fleet PT+
was a project of collaboration between the Hotville cowboys and the dwellers of Fort
Snowfield. Deep Purple, with its strategic vision and mission statements, planning
processes, and product roadmaps, defined the formal patterns of interactions between the
collaborating participants from these two radically different development sites. The
interactions between the cowboys and the dwellers of the Fort, however, evolved over
time within the formal structure of the corporate strategy for collaboration in a way that
was not accounted for by this strategy.
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Collaborative development depends on the interplay between the participants’
formal patterns of interactions—grounded in formal organizational structures and
processes—and the patterns of interactions that emerge and self-organize as participants
engage in joint actions. The inability of participants to continue to make collective sense
of their emergent and self-organizing patterns of interactions influence the formal
patterns of interactions. This influence creates impasses in the interactions between
participants, which leads to breakdowns in their collaborative actions. It becomes
difficult for the participants to sustain the collective sensemaking of their emergent and
self-organizing interrelations at moments when they lose their grounding in who they are
and what they are doing together. When collaborating participants begin to lose their
ability to make collective sense of their organizational identity as part of a collaborative
enterprise, they can no longer sustain their actions as members of that enterprise.
Collective sensemaking of organizational identity becomes a fundamental component of
maintaining collaborative activity, regardless of how well this activity is grounded in
formal patterns of interactions in the collaborative context. If the participants continue
their collaborative activity without being able to make collective sense of their
organizational identity long enough, they come to a point where they can not even sustain
their formal patterns of interactions, and then their organizational action comes to a
complete stop. I argue that the NuevoHyp episode illustrated one such point in the
collaborative development of Royal Fleet PT+.
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Is the Cowboys’ Struggle against the Fortress Just about Organizational Identity?
In the discourse of the development organization, organizational identity is not a
term that members use to talk about the significance of belonging to one site versus
another in collaborative development. Competitiveness and job stability are the kinds of
concepts that members commonly use to talk about their observations on being from one
site versus another in the context of the corporate strategy for collaboration. The
following excerpt comes from my fieldnotes on a meeting with Anthony in the first week
of my fieldwork:
Anthony told me that if the measure of success is based on
competitiveness, you need to: 1) Understand where you get
paid; 2) Take care of your families and communities; and
3) Protect your job security. [In the context of the
commonality initiative], it has been suggested that a
common memory nest be plugged in every server. What
does that mean? Two out of the three groups who produce
nests must go. But which one will go? Everybody is saying
“My way!” Anthony continued to say, “People are used to
their way of doing things. It takes learning and negotiating
to understand how other divisions, other sites do things.
And everybody wants things to be done their own way.”
Anthony’s description, as represented in this excerpt from my fieldnotes,
highlights competition as a significant frame for the interactions among participants from
different development sites. Competitiveness is part of the fundamental norms and values
of the participants’ larger interactional contexts—the company and its market
environment. I learned during many conversations with Anthony as well as with other
organizational members that the history of Deep Purple was full of instances where
distinct development groups competed with each other and the loser of the competition
paid with the price of lay-offs, plant shutdowns, and “killed projects” at their site. These
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instances are part of the collective knowledge of the organizational members as they
interact to develop a common family of servers.
One might argue that a concept like job stability may be more meaningful than
organizational identity to explain the dynamics of interactions between the participants
from different sites in collaborative development. Anthony describes the reality behind
the question of job stability with his example of building a common memory nest. In this
example, Anthony lays out the dynamics between participants from different
development sites, representing different product lines, as a quest to become the one out
of three functional development groups that used to exist for three distinct product lines,
where the winner of the quest stays to build a particular function for the “single family of
servers.” The concept of job stability is a member category (Emerson et al., 1995) and is
part of the organizational experience and discourse on collaborative development among
different Deep Purple sites. The analysis of this member category, if this category were
taken to be unrelated to the concept of organizational identity, may result in an
interpretation of the data that differs from an interpretation based on the concept of
organizational identity. This kind of variation is possible; it is in fact expected in the
analysis of ethnographic data.
The question of job stability, on the other hand, is not totally detached from the
question of organizational identity. Protecting jobs in a fast-changing industry becomes a
matter of a development organization’s ability to stay part of the changing identity of the
environment for technology development. In the case of the commonality initiative in
Deep Purple, competitiveness to protect jobs becomes a matter of defining the identity of
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the larger server development division, as this identity shifts from being the producer of
multiple product lines to being the producer of a “single family of servers,” which meets
customer needs across a wide spectrum. Anthony’s description of the collaborating, or
competing, participants’ desire to establish “[their] way” in this change process illustrates
the significance of making sense of and responding to the acts of representing and
negotiating organizational identities in the context of this process.
Organizational identity is not a member category in absolute terms; that is to say,
members of the development organization do not specifically refer to the concept of
organizational identity in their discourse. This concept, however, appears in different
terms in the organizational discourse—in the terms of regional identity, product identity,
and professional identity—as members talk about “southerners versus northerners,” or
“Hot-Boxes versus Cool-Boxes,” or “hardware versus software.” In the organizational
discourse, the name of a development site is most of the time interchangeable with the
name of the product line that is developed at that site; for example, members talk about
“Snowfield” to refer to “Cool-Boxes” and vice versa. Organizational identity becomes an
aggregate concept of these different and intersecting kinds of identity in the
organizational discourse, which reflects the interactional dynamics of collaborative
development within and across distinct internal organizations of Deep Purple.
In this section, I tried to describe collaborative development as a process of
interactions among participants from different development sites. In the corporate
structure of Deep Purple, different development sites, and the product lines they house,
represent distinct roles, interests, and frameworks of action that come into play during the
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collaborative development of projects. In the next section, I will describe collaborative
development as a process of interactions among different professional skill groups, which
make up a significant part of the identity landscape of Deep Purple. The titles of different
skill groups in Deep Purple are not quite interchangeable with other identity markers, as
in the case of the interchangeability between development sites and product lines.
Different product lines, however, have come to represent the predominance of different
development skills for the competitiveness of different kinds of “boxes.” This gives an
interesting twist to the question of organizational identity in the collaborative
development of Deep Purple products.

Different Professional Skill Groups
Ethnography is a method that positions the researcher as, what some scholars call,
a “marginal native” (Adler & Adler, 1987) in the setting of the study. Adler and Adler
(1987) argue that the creative insight from the insider-outsider position of the
ethnographer comes from the ethnographer’s intellectual poising between familiarity and
strangeness in the study setting. As most ethnographers would argue, this intellectual
poising is easier said than done. The methodological balance act of defining one’s blurry
professional identity as an ethnographer in an organization becomes trickier when the
members of the organization define who they are and what they do in reference to an
elaborate tapestry of professional communities of belonging (Wenger, 1998). The
following section will show segments from this tapestry of different professional skill
groups in Deep Purple.
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High-technology development is a long and strenuous process of collaboration
among a large number of participants with sophisticated skills and expertise in different
technical areas. Participants, who belong to different categories of skills and expertise,
enact different roles, pursue different interests, carry out their tasks through different
frameworks of action, and approach to the accomplishment of their collaborative goals
from diverse perspectives. The organizational images that the members of different skill
groups have of each other contribute to establishing certain patterns of interactions
between participants in the collaborative development of projects. As participants engage
in the collaborative development of projects, reciprocal interrelationships emerge and
self-organize against the backdrop of these established patterns. Participants need to
make a collective sense of their reciprocal interrelationships in order to sustain their
collaborative actions. They juggle through moments of “being in and out of” a shared
organizational identity of their collaborative enterprise in their acts of collective
sensemaking. This juggling, however, like the ethnographer’s balance act of being
simultaneously inside and outside of an organization, is easier said than done for the
participants in collaborative development.

Developers versus Researchers: Different Meanings for “What’s Good”
At the beginning of my fieldwork, as a summer intern in the Deep Purple research
lab, I had a cubicle on the sixth floor of the building 704—one of the new buildings,
where Deep Purple researchers in Hotville had their cubicles. I had this cubicle for three
months, until I became a development intern. Then I was given an office in the older
buildings across the street from the new buildings, which I shared with a circuit designer.
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I used the cubicle I had in the researchers’ space to catch up with my fieldnote writing; to
cruise Deep Purple intranet sites in order to orient myself in the corporation; to do
theoretical readings in hopes to define my research problem; and to go off and take a
break from engaging in the activities of the development organization.47 During the
times I spent in my cubicle, I also met and talked with Deep Purple researchers. These
conversations gave me insights into the dynamics of the interactions between developers
and researchers as two different professional skill groups in Deep Purple. I gained these
insights not only through my conversations with the researchers but also through the
developers’ reactions to these conversations, as these conversations came up in my
interactions with the developers.
Chuck, a researcher in Deep Purple, was one of the most interesting characters I
got to know during my fieldwork. He was a man in his early fifties, who drew my
attention with the pitch of his voice and the drama of his gestures as he talked. We met at
the beverage area in the researchers’ space. He walked straight up to me and asked who I
was, whether I was new and what I was doing there. When he learned that I was working
on a research project sponsored by the director of program management, he opened up
his eyes, held me by the arm and said in awe, “Someone from the server group is
sponsoring a project on organizational change? My work is all about organizational
change. You should come and talk to me.” And I arranged to have a conversation with
him.
47

After having established this routine in the first three months of my fieldwork, it was easier to create a
mental and physical space for myself when I began to reside in the same building with the developers. The
question of membership roles and how the ethnographer negotiates these roles with members through her
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Chuck had been with Deep Purple for most of his career, except for a brief period
where he went away to establish his own company. He rejoined Deep Purple when it
failed. He had been the major thinker behind very important innovations on circuit design
for the last couple of decades, which had significant impacts on Deep Purple products.
Chuck was the only organizational member, except for the lab director, who had an office
space with a door. According to traditional management theory, this was supposed to
indicate a status differential between Chuck and the other researchers. Chuck’s
explanation to me, though, did not support this argument. He told me that he was given
this office room, and not a cubicle, because he was too loud, and people did not want to
listen to him talking on the phone. He usually had a headphone-mike set on his head, as
he sat in his office. He was a loud talker when he was talking face-to-face, and I could
imagine moments when he could get really loud on the phone. He said to me, “They tell
me to keep my door closed all the time. And if I forget sometimes, they will come and
close it for me.”
Chuck and I had interesting conversations during the first couple of months of my
fieldwork. He gave me a copy of the book The Innovator’s Dilemma (Christensen, 2000)
in a conversation he had with me about the organizational practices within Deep Purple
that hinder innovation. This book talks about the notion of disruptive technologies.
According to Christensen, mainstream customers of technology companies reject
disruptive technologies at first; and the companies, which pursue these technologies
despite their customers’ initial rejections, achieve market leadership. The major argument

time and space in the field setting have been discussed as important methodological issues (Adler & Adler,
1987).
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of the book is that most technology companies are stuck in the paradox of having the
incentive to follow conventional business practices that can ultimately weaken them.
The following three excerpts are from my fieldnotes on my conversations with
Chuck and others in the Hotville organization about my conversations with Chuck. This
sequence of excerpts reflects my early experiences of navigating in the Hotville
organization and how, during this navigation, organizational members oriented me across
the boundaries of distinct organizational identities that represent different professional
skill groups within Deep Purple.
Chuck told me that if I wanted to understand life in Deep
Purple, or in any large organization, I needed to read [a
book].48 He told me that this book described any system
going through radical change. In Chuck’s view, the
problems about changing systems or organizations are that
after the change 1) the quality of the components may or
may not be the same; 2) the amount of research goes down;
and 3) tension goes up. Chuck told me about the structural
difference between two distinct groups in Deep Purple:
Technical group and management group. Organizational
members also talk about these different groups as two
routes of getting promoted in Deep Purple. Chuck argued
that management’s concern during a project is making the
schedule at adequate quality. Chuck emphasized the word
adequate and discussed it as a concept that got into project
development as a result of handling a project as a
management problem rather than a technical problem.
Management is too diffuse to care for the integrity of a
particular product, and therefore, metrics are gauged to
“adequate.”
In this fieldnote excerpt, Chuck makes a distinction between technical and
management groups in Deep Purple and describes the different consequences of change

48

I am not referring to Christensen’s book here. My notes indicate that Chuck had asked me to be discreet
about his recommendation of this particular book; therefore, I will not mention its name here.
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for these different skill groups. He talks about the influence of the organizational change
(imposed by the commonality initiative) on the skill group to which he belongs—Deep
Purple researchers, whose organizational identity is grounded in the capability to create
technical innovations. Chuck argues that the change within the company has let
management have power over the control of technical quality, which, in Chuck’s view,
should be within the researchers’ domain of control.
In this fieldnote excerpt, Chuck refers to a fundamental distinction in the
organizational structure of Deep Purple—the distinction between the technical and
management lines. These lines represent two distinct career paths within Deep Purple.
New membership in the development organization, generally speaking, begins with a
career in a technical line. Organizational members decide which path they will follow at
some point during their time in the company. Members generally, though not universally,
argue that they are expected to make this decision early enough in their tenure in the
company. It is generally not encouraged for members to shift between the management
and technical lines of promotion, even though there are a number of cases to show that it
is possible. Organizational members talk about the fact that those who do not have
“people skills”—and they argue that there are quite a few in the organization who do not
have or pay much attention to those skills—prefer to stay and do “real design work” as
opposed to “dealing with management.”
In the fieldnote excerpt on pages 153-154, Chuck describes the consequences, in
his view, of change in a large organization. In this fieldnote excerpt, the change in
question is the change within the Deep Purple development organization in the context of
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the commonality initiative. According to Chuck, in the process of change in a large
organization, where previously separate organizational components are combined to
create a different output, these previously separate components may not retain their
previous quality. The fieldnote excerpt on pages 153-154 does not explicitly reflect the
argument that change processes like the commonality initiative within Deep Purple lead
to “heavy project management” of development projects. This argument, however, not
only came up during interviews with other members but it is also underlying in the
argument that Chuck does make in this excerpt through his comment on the metric of
“adequate.” Members of the development organization, belonging to both technical and
management groups, talk about the pain and necessity of heavy project management for
projects that are collaborative efforts across multiple groups at multiple sites. Chuck in
this except points to a consequence of heavy project management and argues that this
practice has allowed the schedule concerns to override the concern for technical quality.
This consequence has diminished the metrics of technical quality to “adequate.”
In the first couple of weeks after Chuck and I met, he began to drop by my cubicle
once a day to talk about topics like the managements’ metric of adequate and how this
metric hurts technological innovations. I listened to these remarks, which sometimes took
a little longer than the time I would willingly allow, and took notes on them. These
conversations with Chuck began to pique my interest about the ways in which developers
and researchers distinguished their organizational identities from each other within the
corporate structure of Deep Purple. These distinctions were quite stark and interesting.
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“What’s Good”: Key Question for Every Project
The naïve ethnographer image helps the ethnographer in the field to pursue
questions of her interest, when these questions approach the taboo zone among the
participants. It was not difficult, even for a naïve ethnographer, to realize that the
distinction between the technical versus management groups was a contentious topic
among the members of Deep Purple. I pursued this topic further in one of my
conversations with Anthony:
Anthony said, “Chuck is a creative guy…” Then we started
talking about the difference between world according to
“guys in Research” and “guys like Anthony.” Anthony said
that people who focus on research are not the least bit
interested in “organizational physics,” which, according to
Anthony, require “MOB skills…as MBAs call it, Managing
Organizational Behavior.” Anthony went on to say,
“Research people don’t know about them. They don’t think
these are actually skills and they pretend that these skills do
not account for anything, and they are always frustrated
because nobody wants to build the computer they want to
build. It all comes down to the initial question of ‘What’s
good?’”

In this fieldnote excerpt, Anthony describes Chuck as a member of a distinct skill
group within Deep Purple—researchers, who, according to Anthony, contrast the skill
group to which he belongs. Anthony’s reference to his category of belonging—“guys like
[me]”—is not quite clear in the excerpt. The points Anthony picks to contrast his skill
group to researchers, however, indicates that Anthony is drawing a distinction between
researchers and developer-managers. According to Anthony, researchers disregard the
relevance of MOB skills, or connective social skills that managers are expected to have,
for the everyday activity of building computers. This disregard, in Anthony’s view,
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indicates the difference between these two groups’ perspectives of “what’s good” for the
accomplishment of their joint organizational actions in the everyday life of technology
development.
Conversations with Chuck and Anthony at the beginning of my fieldwork gave
me important insights about how organizational members made distinctions between skill
groups in Deep Purple. Later in my fieldwork, I collected variations on the
representations of these groups in the organizational discourse. Some developers referred
to researchers as those “who never left college” and some researchers talked about
developers, and specifically about developer-managers, as those “who work for good
enough.” The different ways that organizational members marked their distinct identities
in their discourse and the implications of these identity markers for their collaborative
activity were interesting questions for the understanding of my research problem.
Nevertheless, I decided not to get too far deep into these questions when Chuck wanted to
meet with my advisors and started to come up with suggestions for my research agenda.
The emergent nature of collecting and analyzing ethnographic data provides the
ethnographer in the field with a sampling procedure that is only testable through the
researcher-as-instrument’s own sensemaking process. This process is based on
observation, intuitive and local knowledge accumulation, problem formulation, and gut
reaction about the events that occur in the field. The ethnographer can verify this process
with the participants, who are, themselves, biased instruments. At the moment when I had
to make a decision about what to do with Chuck’s interest in my research, I turned to
Lydia, whose role in the organization involved representing my research project:
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As I was getting somewhat tired of Chuck’s repeated
demands to talk to me, I asked Lydia what she thought of
Chuck’s persistent eagerness to become part of my project.
She said that Chuck was known to talk a lot, and since he
was not part of the server division, she did not know “how
his opinion would be very relevant.” Today, I saw Chuck
again as I was making tea. He was talking to someone in
the beverage area. He made eye contact with me and asked
whether I got the “LEND flier.” At that point, I had not
checked my email yet, so I said no. He said that was fine.
Then he turned back to the person he was talking to and,
having eye contact with me, said to him, “Do you know
that the server division is also interested in LEND issues?”
I did not know whether he meant to include me into his
claim about this “server division’s interest in Lend issues.”
The other person briefly looked at me, not turning his
orientation away from Chuck and continuing his
conversation with Chuck. Then they walked away.

This fieldnote excerpt illustrates different kinds of phenomena that relate to each
other in the framework of representing and negotiating distinct professional identities,
including my own. This excerpt shows a moment where Chuck asks me about the
“LEND flier,” while he is talking to another researcher in the beverage area. LEND was
Chuck’s vision of an organizational process to give engineering teams incentive to pay
for the reuse of innovations from previous projects. Figures 5.2.a and 5.2.b show
reproductions of two slides from Chuck’s presentation package, which he refers to as the
LEND flier in the above fieldnote excerpt.
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LEND – Key Ideas



First use of artifact covered by traditional process
For each subsequent use
• Determine fair market value (e.g. IP/macro sale)
• 10% distributed directly to engineering team


Managed by proposed Center for Advanced Reuse

• 10% distributed to original funding agent



Addresses several critical areas
•
•
•
•
•
•

Reuse of designs
Retention of critical engineering employees
Return to quality
[Example from a previous project] lasted 8 years
Team focus was quality
Funding and project staffing

Figure 5.2.a A slide from a member’s presentation package to promote an idea about
establishing an organizational process.

LEND – Organization and Flow
Corporation
funding

Innovator

10%V
Incentive

Funding
agent

artifact
V

10%V
Enablement

LEND Center for
Advanced Reuse
(CARE) suborganization
owns process

Customer

(internal customers
may recieve
Redundancy Removal
Reward = R3)

V=artifact value

Figure 5.2.b Another slide from the package mentioned in Figure 5.2.a.
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I have chosen these slides to give the reader a view of Chuck’s representation for
his visionary process specifically, and to show an instance of how members generally
composed discursive representations of their organizational actions through
communicative media like presentation slides. I will not get into a detailed description of
the content of these slides. The fieldnote excerpt on page 158 shows how Chuck makes a
communicative move to include me—and what I represent for Chuck at this moment—in
his interaction with another researcher. At this moment, I, the naïve ethnographer who
walks around in the organization for reasons no one quite understands, come to represent
the interest of the server division. Chuck makes this claim on the fact that I had expressed
an interest to see his presentation package. I also hung around and made tea in the
researchers’ beverage area and was part of a project sponsored by a member of the server
development organization. Regardless of the purpose of Chuck’s claim and how
misleading it was, it illustrated an instance of a member’s act to create a link, and to
create a representative to enact the linking, between two distinct organizational identities
within the company—the identities of developers and researchers. Chuck’s move to make
use of my symbolic representation of the developers indicated that membership to distinct
organizational identities, no matter how symbolic this membership was, mattered in the
interactions between the members of these distinct identities. It became important to
create links with those who represented the interest of an identity group other than to
which one belonged, if one sought the interest of that other group, like Chuck did.
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The fieldnote excerpt on page 158 includes a moment where Lydia, whose
organizational role is to represent Deep Purple developers and researchers to outside
groups, guides me across the boundaries of these distinct organizational identities in
Deep Purple. This moment illustrates how I navigated in the field setting by seeking
instruction, guidance, and evaluation of performance from members (Agar, 1996), who
identified themselves as having representative authority (Taylor & Van Every, 2000) in
the organization. This moment, on the other hand, reveals an instance of how the
participatory legitimacy of distinct organizational identities is constructed through
members’ discursive acts of representing these identities. Representative authority is
enacted in everyday interactions, where members with such authority give or deny
legitimacy of participation to members with distinct organizational identities. The
moment between Lydia and me illustrates that legitimacy of participation in
organizational action does not necessarily depend on “clear goals and objectives,” as it is
usually reflected in the organizational discourse of technology development. Those who
assume and/or are assigned representative roles can decide who is in/who is out of a
project based on their view of the participatory legitimacy of organizational identities.
These decisions can be made for projects that are as vaguely defined as my research
project was for the organizational members.
I did follow Lydia’s guidance, or so it seemed, because I stopped responding to
Chuck’s demands for my time. Chuck, Anthony, and Lydia all took on the role to guide
me, as I learned to walk through the vast identity landscape of Deep Purple, trying to
define my project and my own identity in the field setting. I chose to go down some
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paths, and not others, though, based upon my ethnographic sensemaking of these
participants’ acts of guidance. Ethnographic analysis is a narrative construction of
meaning based on the patterns of interactions that emerge during fieldwork. These
patterns emerge as the ethnographer makes sense of the events in the field through
observation, intuitive and local knowledge accumulation, problem formulation, and gut
reaction. I did my best, like others in the field, to follow these steps at specific turning
points in my fieldwork to determine “what’s good” for my project.

Members’ Identity Markers for Distinct Skill Groups: Knuckle-Draggers against Those
Who Design Techno-Sex
Developers’ distinctions of identity within their professional skill groups are even
more nuanced than their distinctions of themselves from researchers and marketizers.
Program managers, who are responsible for the delivery of systems, describe themselves
to be “out there in the real world” or “in the frontline” facing issues like timing for the
market and last minute blow-ups right before GAs. They describe chip designers to be
isolated from this real life of technology development. One term that some of the
program managers use to distinguish their type specifically, and others who show
characteristics of this type generally, is “knuckle-dragger.” I first heard this term from
Anthony. I listened to him talk about it for a while without knowing what he was talking
about. Having come to this country for graduate school, my vocabulary had been
extending to include words like ethnomethodology—which is understandably a lexical
oddity for many—instead of knuckle-dragger. When Anthony realized that I did not quite
understand his descriptions, he said, dragging his knuckles on his desk, “You know what
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knuckle is, right? Well, knuckle-dragger drags his knuckles, like a 500-pound gorilla. I
am the 500-pound gorilla of my program.”
Then I heard the descriptions of this term from a roundtable (!) among Anthony,
Pan, and Dennis about what a knuckle-dragger did to get things done and who was one
and who was not one among the usual crowd of people they saw and interacted with
everyday. Pan and Dennis were two functional managers whom I shadowed briefly
during my fieldwork. A knuckle-dragger in the development organization, I found out,
was someone who focused on a task and used his weight and relentless pretense for
dumbness to get that task done. A knuckle-dragger would “sit on the plan and drool” until
all others who did not relate to the immediacy of delivering the committed products went
away. These others usually demanded more loaded contents for the programs for one
reason or another—development executives pushed for more revenue through bigger
loads, marketing people wanted everything on their wish list, and senior engineers
wanted to build the sexiest machine.
Knuckle-dragger was a more popular term for some members than others in the
development organization. Some participants did not prefer to use it, even though they
related to the qualities that the term implied. Knuckle-dragger did not necessarily
describe program managers. Functional managers and technical leads could be knuckledraggers, too; however, program managers used this term to refer to the set of behaviors
that they argued to be necessary for the performance of their specific responsibilities to
get the products delivered on time and within budget. Talking about this term was one of
Anthony’s joys as he guided me at the beginning of my fieldwork. The NuevoHyp
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episode gave him numerous opportunities to tell everyone that he was going to drag his
knuckles as long as it took to make techno-sex designers from Snowfield go away.
One evening when I was reading in my office, Richard came by to introduce me
to a new member of the program management organization. The man who stood behind
him had a warm smile on his face and gently stepped forward to shake my hand as
Richard said, “This is Jörg. A new knuckle-dragger from Germany!” Jörg had just arrived
from the Deep Purple plant in Germany on an assignment to be the program manager of
the next generation of servers after Royal Fleet. We all laughed very hard at Richard’s
introduction; however, I did not think, seeing Jörg’s expression at that moment, that he
knew what knuckle-dragger meant, either.
In this section, I described moments from the everyday life of collaborative
development among the participants in Deep Purple to show the role of organizational
identity in the interactions among different collections of participants—corporate
organizations, development sites, and professional skill groups—in the context of
collaborative development. In the next section, I will continue to describe organizational
events to discuss some key aspects of the program manager role as well as the use of
some communicative tools that play a significant part in the collaborative development of
technology. The next section will be focused on a sequence of events that took place at
the beginning of the NuevoHyp episode. These events reflect important instances from
the enactment of the program manager role at those moments where the shared
understanding among the diverse participants in collaborative development began to
dissolve. In the next section, I will try to show, in other words, how program managers
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drag their knuckles and I will question whether that is indeed the all that it takes to
maintain organizational activity in collaborative development.

PROGRAM MANAGEMENT IN COLLABORATIVE DEVELOPMENT
The development of Deep Purple server systems is carried out through a matrix
organizational structure between functional development teams and program
management teams. The program management team of a server system is composed of a
program manager, a project manager, and a chief engineer. The program manager is
responsible for the overall budget and schedule of the development process. The project
manager—of a program management team49—carries out tasks that are similar to those of
the program manager; however, his/her responsibility is more limited compared to a
program manager. The chief engineer oversees the development of the overall system
architecture. A “bring-up manager” is responsible for making sure that the development
of all the different system functions progress so that they can be “brought up” for
“power-on” before GA. The bring-up manager, in other words, makes sure that all the
functions work together when someone turns the power switch on for testing. S/he does
not “report to” the program management organization; however, s/he closely interacts
with the trio of the program manager/project manager/chief engineer50 during everyday
program management activities.
Organizational members described being a program manager as a job that one
should not do for too long because of the overwhelming complexity of matrix
49

There are many different kinds of project managers in the development organization.
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management in server technology development. I talked with Ivy, the program manager
of the mid-range Royal Fleet box about the matrix manager role at length in an interview.
Ivy was the only woman in the Hotville program management organization of 19
program and project managers. She was of Asian descent and had worked in different
plants of the company, like many other members in the Hotville organization. Ivy
described the program manager as someone who was responsible for accomplishing the
common goal of getting the product out while working across different functions and
overseeing the objectives of multiple functions. Ivy emphasized that her role was to
clarify what needed to be done from the perspective of the program and to help functional
teams achieve the goal of the program. According to Ivy, multiple objectives brought up
the question of multiple priorities. She said:
How do you get people to work on one problem? There are
hundreds of people involved in the development process,
and they get confused about who is leading. You expect
functional groups to manage themselves, and that does not
always result in the best interest of the program.

The matrix management of the development process was related to the question of
using the company’s resources efficiently, which was also at the basis of the corporate
strategy to develop a common family of servers. Earlier in the history of the development
organization, every program used to have a distinct collection of functional development
teams, working only on that particular program. Then the development process was
changed to share the functional teams across programs and the trios composed of

50

Chief engineers for programs are not officially part of the program management organization, either.
They usually report to an organization of system architects.
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program managers/project managers/chief engineers began to carry the responsibility of
the overall development process.
Ivy argued that the current process of managing program development created a
“leadership problem” among the team members. Program managers generally talk about
the fact that matrix management structure makes it difficult to clearly define priorities for
functional groups who work for multiple programs at the same time. They describe the
matrix structure as a source of frustration for the program manager working with
functional teams whose resources—time, people, and budget—are shared among multiple
programs. Organizational members frequently raise their frustrations about losing the
“clarity of vision” for one’s program and “having no control over [one’s] destiny” within
the matrix structure. Without this clarity and control, it becomes difficult to manage
multiple functional teams under a “common leadership” and to make the necessary
decisions for prioritization and resource allocation across these teams for the
management of programs.
These frustrations are real for program managers who operate in a complex matrix
structure to enact their organizational roles. These frustrations are also based on a view of
organization that assumes the viability of a control point within the organization from
which future states of activity could be foreseen. Without such a control point for the
development of a program, program managers have difficulty organizing the priorities
and goals for their program. This description of the challenges for the program manager
role leads to the question of whether we can assume that such a point of clear vision for
the ongoing activity can in fact exist within an organization.
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According to the view of organizations as CAS, it is not realistic to assume that
we can establish a global knowledge of ongoing interactions in organizational systems
long enough to clearly define future states. No one participant can have a clear enough
knowledge of the local interactions among all other participants. Program managers argue
that they cannot establish a clear vision for their program because of their matrix
organizational structure and the need to compensate for the shortage of resources across
functional teams. The theory of CAS suggests that such clarity of vision is not viable for
a long term, anyway.
So what do participants do to go about their organizational action? What do
program managers do to make sure that functional teams understand the perspective of
the program, as Ivy puts it, and work collectively towards the accomplishment of a
common goal? This study argues that the question of creating such a common perspective
is inherently a question of collective sensemaking. Facilitating collective sensemaking is
the best strategy available to program managers for the successful enactment of their role
in collaborative development—creating a shared understanding of the ongoing joint
actions among participants so that they can move towards the common goal of shipping
the program “on time and within budget.”

Making Sense? Easier Said Than Done
Program managers describe the performance of their role—creating a shared
understanding among the participants—in different ways. They talk about this role as one
of creating a clear vision for the perspective of the program and as one of dragging one’s
knuckles until those who do not share that perspective go away. In this part of this
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section, I will give a snapshot of program-management-in-action based on a narrative
segment from my fieldnotes about a sequence of events that happened at the beginning of
the Fall Planning negotiations. In my discussion of this sequence of events and some
other events that followed from this sequence, I will try to show different aspects of
enacting the program manager role.
The following sequence of events took place during the week of September 3-7,
the first week of the Fall Planning in 2001. Main participants in these events included:
Anthony:

Program Manager of Royal Fleet
PT+ (Hotville)

Richard:

Director of Program Management for
Hot-Boxes and Cool-Boxes
(Hotville)

Cindy:

Director of Engineering Software
(Hotville)

Dave:

Director of [Converged Server]
Hardware Design (Hotville)

Leo:

Director of [Converged Server]
Software Design (Snowfield)

Frank:

Vice President of [Converged
Server] Design (Oldnorth/Hotville)

Greg:

Chief Design Architect of
NuevoHype (Snowfield)

John:

Distinguished Engineer, [Converged
Server] Software Design (Snowfield)

Part I
Anthony received an email note from Greg on August 31.
This note was Greg’s response to Anthony’s ongoing
argument about keeping NuevoHyp out of the 2003 Royal
Fleet product because of mismatches on the timeline.
Greg’s note came across as an unexpectedly charged “end
of discussion” dismissal to Anthony’s argument. A series
of email notes between the members of the Hotville and
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Snowfield organizations followed Anthony’s response to
Greg. Soon the correspondence went above Anthony’s
level to schedule a meeting on Tuesday September 4 to
discuss the definition of Royal Fleet PT+.
A significant point about the scheduling of the Tuesday
meeting was how quickly the email correspondence went
up to a level above Anthony. According to Anthony, this
signaled an intense effort in Snowfield to eliminate his
participation and input in the discussions. In the end, he had
himself invited to the meeting.
At the meeting on Tuesday, Richard, the director
responsible for the management of all programs for the
Cool-Boxes and Hot-Boxes, raised different versions of the
following question: How could they justify the investment
in the development of a technology for one product, if it
meant risking the shipment of a whole family of products
for the year of 2002? Anthony’s ongoing argument to
exclude NuevoHyp from the 2003 product focused on a
significant mismatch in the timeline and availability of
resources. According to the program management team (in
Hotville), this mismatch pointed to an unjustifiable risk in
investing in a new technology for the 2003 product.
Making this investment would seriously disrupt the current
line of development. Anthony pitched these arguments to
an audience of Richard, Dave, Frank and Cindy in the
conference room in Hotville and Leo, Greg, and John from
Snowfield on the phone.
During the meeting, Richard repeatedly asked how, given
Anthony’s objections, the risk in investing NuevoHyp
could be justified. Leo, Greg, and John listed the
advantages of NuevoHyp, which included the opportunity
to create common (field) service between the two product
lines. However, they did not respond to Anthony’s
argument about the immediacy of deadlines and shortage of
resources for the development of this new technology.
At the end of the meeting, Dave showed, in his comments
and through the tone in his voice, his discontent with
Anthony’s presentation of the risk to include NuevoHyp in
Royal Fleet PT+. He underlined the necessity “to put
numbers on the table and executize to show why it does not
work” by formulating cost assumptions for different
options. Cindy also asked for a list of options so that her
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team could do a sizing51 based on the checkpoints on the
timeline. She repeatedly expressed the need to create clear
and crisp guidelines concerning scheduling, content, and
cost for two different options. The first of these options was
what was originally described in the Fall Plan. The second
option had variations. At the end, a follow-up meeting was
scheduled before the end of the week to go over the
specifics of these two options based on data to be gathered
by Anthony and his team—the hardware development team
working on Royal Fleet PT+.
Part II
At the meeting of “Plans and Status” for Royal Fleet PT+
on Wednesday, Anthony asked the development team to do
what he had been asked to do at the meeting the day
before—“go and get data to show what it costs.” He wanted
projections from his team concerning the number of people
and machines they needed if they were to proceed with the
new technology option. The Hotville development team did
not receive this executive command very easily. They
strongly believed that the new technology was unjustifiable
and undoable. Anthony spent an hour explaining to the
frustrated team members why they had to do a sizing. He
started out with an account of Tuesday’s meeting. When his
account seemed to increase the team’s confusion about the
rationale behind the demand for a sizing, he got up to draw
a diagram on the whiteboard about the current debate over
the Fall Plan. That did not work very well, either. Then he
shifted metaphors to compare what they were asked to do
to “working on a mathematical proof” in order to
understand what has to happen to get to a particular point.
When objections continued, he raised his voice noticeably
to tell them that he needed the sizing to be completed
before his presentation to the executives on Friday.
Part III
On Friday, September 7, Anthony’s executive overview
summed up the risks involved in adding a new technology
to the definition of Royal Fleet PT+. Dave and Cindy were
in the conference room and Leo and John were on the
51

This term refers to an estimation of resources—people and money—required to do a project.
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phone for this meeting. John opened up the meeting
discussion by presenting the current roadmap for different
versions of the 2003 Royal Fleet products. He began his
pitch by saying, “I don’t know what to call this any more. It
has changed so many times that I don’t want to call it a
roadmap any more.” After John’s presentation, Anthony
took the floor and began to describe the already existing
challenges for the team because of late machines and
unavailability of resources. Under these circumstances, he
argued, investing in a new technology for 2003 might mean
losing all the revenue for 2002.
As Anthony went down the list of items in his overview, he
gave completion dates and bring-up durations to show the
size of the risk of adding a new technology. Dave was
listening to Anthony’s list of reasons for “why it would not
work,” with a frozen expression of frustration on his face.
His voice sounded more serious and impatient each time he
challenged Anthony’s assumptions.
Leo objected to Anthony’s projections about feasibility
saying that “information originally asked for” was not
there. Leo added a comment about how difficult it was to
rely on the Hotville service processor team to complete
even what was already in the plan. Cindy, the director of
this team in Hotville, did not take this comment lightly. Her
loud response to Leo added to the already increasing
tension in the room.
Anthony had the information Leo was referring to in the
slides following his executive overview. However, before
he got to the details on these slides, Dave broke his frozen
expression to say, in a loud, agitated voice, that Anthony’s
overview was not even close to what they could take up to
the “Big Boss” (Development General Manager in
Oldnorth). Anthony’s argument about the shortage of
people and machines and the effect of this shortage on the
program schedule were, Dave opined, unacceptable. Dave
made it clear that there was “nothing to be swizzled” about
the 2003 Product as it was described in the Fall Plan. In
order to generate revenue, they needed everything specified
in the Plan and more. Dave told Anthony to “go fix it!”
Cindy summed up what needed to be done to make
Anthony’s pitch presentable to the Boss in two main action
items: 1) Stabilize what is in the Fall Plan, and 2) Work on
the feasibility of the second option with the new
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technology. The participants agreed to work on the Fall
Plan definition the following week, and on the second
option the week after that. They also concluded that
technical leads needed to be included in these discussions.
Dave turned to Anthony one last time and said that
Anthony’s pitch should be put together in a way that would
show the Boss, “We lifted up every rock.” He told
Anthony to base his pitch on answering:
What does it take to build what is asked?
How soon can I make it happen?
Dave also advised Anthony to go over his pitch with Frank
before it went anywhere else. He also said, in a teasing
tone, to wrap things up by easing the tense atmosphere of
the meeting, “This is the Fall Plan. We re-invent it every
year.” It had been almost an hour since Anthony began
taking blows to his presentation. He kept his upright
posture the whole time; however, the strain he was under
showed on his face. He blinked twice and said, in a faint
but deep voice, “Okay.. I’ll tee it up for you...”
This narrative segment describes a series of meetings about the question of
whether or not to include NuevoHyp—an innovative function of engineering software—
to the definition of the Royal Fleet PT+, which was scheduled to be released in two
year’s time from the moment of this question. The 2001 Fall Plan document listed only a
Hot-Boxes version of Royal Fleet PT+, the high-end server system, and showed
converged versions for the mid-range and low-end/entry boxes. The Hotville and
Snowfield organizations were expected to purse collaborative goals in the context of the
corporate initiative for commonality. The discussions on the inclusion of NuevoHyp into
the high-end box, however, created an intense argument between these two organizations
about what their collaborative goals were.
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Members from Hotville and Snowfield had conflicting interests in their
collaborative effort. The two groups that represented these conflicting interests were the
(Hot-Boxes) program management team52 in Hotville and the NuevoHyp design team in
Snowfield. The Hot-Boxes program management team viewed Royal Fleet PT+ as the
“gross profit machine” for Hot-Boxes in 2003. Their argument was that the definition of
this machine, as it was described in the 2001 Fall Plan document, was barely doable
because of the shortage of parts, people, and time. These circumstances required that the
project be “KISS”ed—that is, it needed to be kept simple, stupid—in order to preserve
the 2003 revenue and the next-generation products. The NuevoHyp team in Snowfield
was designing a leading-edge technology function. They wanted to release their design to
the market through a “delivery vehicle” that would give this technology high visibility
within and outside the company. The corporate strategy to develop converged servers
demanded that all these conditions be met. The company expected the internal
development organizations to produce leading-edge technology and to develop and ship it
on time and within budget to maintain market leadership.

Part I: Creating an Impasse
Part I of the narrative segment on pages 169-173 describes a sequence of events
that unfolded after Greg, senior architect of NuevoHyp, and Anthony, program manager
of Royal Fleet PT+ reached a conclusive point in their interactions. This point is marked
by Greg’s move to isolate Anthony from the ongoing negotiations about the definition of

52

Even though the program management organization in Hotville was overseeing the development of both
Hot-Boxes and Cool-Boxes, the box that was the topic of discussion was a Hot-Boxes version.
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the engineering software function of Royal Fleet PT+. The act of taking the level of
ongoing negotiations up in the organizational hierarchy is an act of power between the
two players—the senior architect and the program manager—involved in this interaction.
Participants’ interactions in the context of negotiations between distinct organizations, on
the other hand, do not gain their meaning simply through the roles and attributions
(personal or professional) of the individuals involved in these interactions. Participants
who interact to define a collaborative product represent not only themselves but also the
values, beliefs, and goals—the identity—of the organization in which they are a part.
Negotiations over the definitions for products of collaborative development between two
previously distinct organizations become platforms for organizational macroactors to
represent their organization by giving it a voice and by providing an interpretation for
what it collectively knows. The organization of negotiating participants emerges at these
moments of representation as a collectively (and discursively) constructed system of
interactions (Taylor & Van Every, 2000).
The “end of discussion note,” in Anthony’s words, from Greg to Anthony
becomes a point of bifurcation in the emergent organizing for collaboration between the
members of Hotville and Snowfield organizations. Greg’s move to isolate a key member
from the Hotville organization, by itself, does not define a frame of “us against them,”
which had been an underlying frame for the interactions between these two organizations.
This move, however, becomes the last effort to establish this frame in the ongoing
planning negotiations in the context of the collaborative development of Royal Fleet PT+.
At this point, the collectively constructed system of interactions bifurcates to evolve
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within a frame of adversity until this frame creates an impasse in the development
process.
At the meeting that takes place on Tuesday September 4, key participants from
both organizations come together to go over the issues of the past week so that they can
“move forward,” as members of Deep Purple commonly say. In this meeting,
representatives of the program management organization (in Hotville) frame the ongoing
issue as a question of feasibility and risk—which define the perspective of program
management for the development of every program. Richard repeatedly underlines the
risks involved in including a new technology for a whole family of products and Anthony
provides “data”—based upon timelines and documents indicating availability of
resources—to argue for the likelihood of these risks. Players from the Snowfield
organization approach the issue from the perspective of the gains involved in including
NuevoHyp in the definition of Royal Fleet PT+. They underline a key aspect of these
gains, which is bringing the architecture of this system closer to “commonality” between
two product lines. The development executives, Dave and Cindy, take the position to
keep all options open until they are proven—more successfully than program managers
were able to prove—that these options are completely impossible. They give the program
manager, who is responsible for making this proof, guidelines for the accomplishment of
his task and instruct him to come up with more precise, or “crispier,” dates and numbers
to support the argument of feasibility and risk in a presentation to higher executives.
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Part II: Program Manager Role during the Impasse
The emergency executive meeting that takes place on Tuesday September 4 gives
the program manager of Royal Fleet PT+ a set of tasks, which he brings to the weekly
“Plans and Status” meeting for this program the following day. Development executives
tell Anthony to come back on Friday with data that show the risks—concerning
scheduling, contents of already committed products, and allocated development budget—
to be higher than the gains in including a new technology in order to declare this new
technology “undoable.” The executive directive that comes out of the Tuesday meeting,
in other words, guides the participants to organize their actions to gather more
information for the justification of the path to be chosen for the development process.
All information—even the kind of information as numerical and therefore
presumed to be as objective as information gathered from timelines, financial
spreadsheets, and technical feasibility reports—gains its meaning in an activity context.
Those who create information by “pulling up data” from various sources need to establish
a shared understanding of the meaning which this information will bring to their activity
context. When Anthony takes the executive directive to the Hotville hardware
development team, he acts as the representative of this directive. In a model of
organization, where command-control mechanisms are expected work as they are defined
in the hierarchical design of the organization, relaying directives down the command
chain should be able to get the necessary tasks done. Anthony’s act of representation is
not easily accomplished, however, by relaying the directive from the executive meeting
to the status meeting. In a complex organizational system, nonlinear interactions among
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collections of participants, which emerge and self-organize over time, define the future
states of the system. Nonlinearity of the interactions in and around a complex
organizational system make it difficult for the participants to rely on the formal patterns
of connections—as most commonly defined in the form of a command chain—in the
accomplishment of their tasks.
In a complex organizational system, communication to maintain the connections
among different levels of authority cannot be fulfilled by simply relaying information
from one node of action to another. In such a system, the communicative function of
agents of representation requires the iterative work of interpreting the perspectives of
these different levels, which respond and adapt to each other. This interpretive work is
very significant for the participants to establish a shared sense of what they are doing—in
this case, gathering more data to show why a certain option is not feasible—and what
their activity context will become as a result of their actions. Participants need to
establish this shared sense in order to organize their activity in a complex organizational
system.
In Part II of the narrative segment on pages 169-173, we see how Anthony enacts
his role as a program manager to represent the directive from the executive meeting to
those who will actually realize this directive. In the “Plans and Status” meeting that goes
on for more than an hour, Anthony works to facilitate the development of a shared sense
among the members of the Hotville hardware development team by giving a summary of
the executive meeting. The account of this meeting, stripped from the larger context of
planning negotiations generally and from the context of the NuevoHyp episode
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specifically, does not help the participants make sense of why they need to “do a sizing”
for an option they believe to be undoable. Anthony then draws these contexts for the
participants on the whiteboard visually and in his account of “what leads to what”
verbally. When these descriptions do not work, either, he then abstracts the task at hand
and tries to make the participants approach it as a problem that is familiar and that makes
sense for them—as the problem of a mathematical proof. When all these attempts do not
get the members of the Hotville team to a point of shared understanding of their task,
Anthony ends this session with a directive that is similar in tone to the directive he
received from the executives. One important question remains open after this session—
whether the reasons behind the need to do the sizing for the feasibility of NeuvoHyp give
the participants a sense of what their activity context will have become after doing this
sizing. The participants’ ability to establish a collective sense of what they were to
become as an organization in the collaborative development between Hotville and
Showfield was guided by the corporate strategy to create technical commonality among
previously distinct servers. The question of whether the corporate strategy sufficiently
guided the participants’ collective sensemaking of their collaborative actions is a focal
question explored in this study.

Part III: Working to Resolve the Impasse (or Not?)
Members of the Hotville program management team based their argument on the
future state of their development activity as this future state was projected on the
“timeline.” Developers assess the current state of their organizational activity based on
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the projected targets that the timeline represents. Figure 5.3 below shows a sample of this
document.
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Sample timeline.

Timelines represent organizational actions in technology development as objects
that discursively form a map of the world of which they speak within an institutionally
grounded and legitimated, historical context (Taylor & Van Every, 2000; p. 19). These
communicative tools facilitate information flow within the organization and reflect the
official discourse that makes this information meaningful and legitimate for the
organizational members. Roadmaps are similar discursive representations at a different
level. Timelines give meaning to the future state(s) of all the functions that make up a
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server program. Roadmaps position products as “icons” in the discourse of the
organization and give these icons meaning and legitimacy in the current and near-future
states of the development strategy. Figure 5.4 shows a sample roadmap.
Hot & Cool-Boxes Entry Converged Roadmap Modified Proposal
[Date of Publication in Year1]

Year1

(Operating
System One

Year2

Hot-Boxes 5.1)
Entry &
Workstation

(Operating
System One
5.2)

9.0K tpm-C (1w)
17.2K tpm-C (2w)

Colt 1-2w 5U/DS [Date]
630+ 375/450MHz, 1-2w
R/W, 8GB
5 PCI, 6HDD/2RM/FDD

[Date]
1.8K tpm-C (1w)

Moto-7450 800MHz
3GB, 5 PCI, 4 HDD/2 RM/FDD

630+ 375 MHz, 1w
630+ 450 MHz, 1w
2GB, 5 PCI, 3 HDD/2 RM

7,024K tpm-C (1w)
11,290K tpm-C (2w)

9.0K tpm-C (1w)

Year1

(V5R1)

LOW END (270)
4.5K TPC-C 1w -400
9.1K TPC-C 1w-540
21K TPC-C 2w-600

Cool-Boxes
Entry Falcon E1+ Uni,2w

Year2

Sidecar (Reuse)
12 HDD
MiniTower (Reuse)
8 slots/ 1 RIO/ 6 HDD

1 GHz

7,916K tpm-C (1w) +13%
12,430K tpm-C (2w) +10%
SUN-2H02 8K tpm-C (1w)
SUN-2H02 15K tpm-C (2w)

(V5R2)

LOW END (52L)
Falcon "Hitter"

[Date]

Pulsar/BoaC Uni 400MHz, 8GB
Sstar/RH Uni 540 MHz, 8GB
SStar/BoaC 2w 600MHz, 16GB
7 slots/iIOP/ 1x6 HDD/ 2 RM /2RIO
Rackable Tower Rackage

[Later]

[Later]

(Operating System
Two V5R3)

(Operating System
Two V6R1)

1 GHz

Thresher 1-2w 4U/DS 2/02 [Date] [Date]

Model 170 DS

(Operating
System One
5.4)

[Date] [Date]

Moto-7450 800MHz
3GB, 1 PCI, 2 HDD/0 RM

1GB, 2 PCI, 2 HDD/1 RM

Year4

(Operating
System One
5.3)

Subcontract Designs
Xena 1-2w 1U 2/02

Model B50 1w 2U x/99

Year3

15.6K tpm-C (1w) +123% X/T, +73% Colt, +11%E1++
30.7K tpm-C (2w) +172% X/T, +78% Colt
Royal Fleet E1 1-2w 1U [Date] Hot Low Cost
1-2w GQ'LC/Gen/Cat 1.35GHz, 16GB
1 PCIX, 2 HDD/1 RM, CSP, HotLIC

Subcontract Designs

Almost
Common
System
Family

Royal Fleet E4 1-2w 4U/DS [Date] Hot/
[Date] Cool
1-2w GQ'LC/Gen/Cat 1.35GHz, 32GB
6 PCIX, 2 RIO-G, 2x4 HDD/2 RM, CSP, pLIC

Subcontract Designs

Common
System
Family

Next Gen E4 1-2w 4U/DS [Date]Hot/
[Date]Cool
[...] 6 PCIX, 2 RIO-G, 2x4 HDD/2 RM, FSP,
NuevoHyp

GT CPU Upgrade @ 2GHz

GT CPU Upgrade @ 2GHz

45K tpm-C (1w) +33%
86K tpm-C (2w) +33%

[Date] - 100% Common Hardware
Converged Firmware Layer
Common Release,Configurator, Build
Common Memory, HDD's.
Some I/O adapters are common.
No IOP for some Adapters
Common I/O Adapters, HDD's, Memory
Common Service Code & Routines

MiniTower-X [Date]
7-8 PCI-X / 2 RIO-G / 6x2 HDD
4U/5U Rack Drawer or Tower

1 I/O Tower max

Figure 5.4

[...] (no L3) 1 PCIX, 2 HDD/1 RM, FSP,
NuevoHyp

Next Gen E4+ 1-2w [Date]Hot/
[Date]Cool

Sstar/RH/0-2MB 1w 540 MHz, 8GB
Sstar/RH/4MB 1w 750 MHz, 8GB
7 slots/iIOP/ 1x6 HDD /2 RM /2 RIO
New system covers (Purple Fusion)
Market 52L as 52M Entry Model
Rackable Tower Package

Cool-Boxes Specific I/O:
Sidecar (Add-on Tower)
Mini Tower-X (Tower/19"Rack)
MiniTower (migration) (Twr/19"Rack)
4 I/O Towers max - "L"

Next Gen E1 1-2w 1U [Date] Hot Low Cost

Next Gen E1+ 1-2w [Date]Hot/
[Date]Cool

9.1K TPC-C 1w-540
14.3K TPC-C 2w-750

Falcon E1++ Uni [Date]

Common
I/O Box

34K tpm-C (1w) +118%
65K tpm-C (2w) +118%

Cool-Boxes continues use of existing I/O
towers
Hot-Boxes does not offer I/O expansion for
Entry

Sample roadmap.

In the narrative segment from my fieldnotes, John talks about his frustration with
the constant “swizzling” of the roadmap, as members say, in the context of the
discussions on whether or not to place an icon on the roadmap to indicate a 2003 Royal
Fleet PT+ product with NuevoHyp. Roadmaps go through constant swizzling and change
as participants engage in interactions that are similar to those during the NuevoHyp
episode. Developers refer to the period between the end of August, when the Fall Plan is
published, and the end of the year as the planning period and distinguish this period from
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the “execution phase” that goes on until the next Fall Plan. Observations of the
development activity, on the other hand, show that the Fall Plan “never closes,” as
members also mention when they talk about their frustrations with the planning process.
In Part III of the narrative segment from my fieldnotes, Anthony presents the data
gathered by the Hotville hardware development team at another executive level meeting
to the members from Hotville and Snowfield organizations. Anthony’s presentation is
based on the figures from the sizings done by the Hotville hardware development team.
These sizings show that the current shortage of people and parts among the ongoing
programs makes even the Fall Plan definition of Royal Fleet PT+ difficult to achieve.
Dave, the vice president responsible for the hardware development of converged servers,
does not receive this presentation, and the numbers on which the message of the
presentation was based, very well. Leo from Snowfield, director of software strategy for
converged servers, brings up the question of the (Hotville) service processor team’s
reliability to deliver the Fall Plan definition of the program to market as a respond to
Anthony’s presentation on the difficulty of including a new technology at that time in the
development process. Cindy, the director of the engineering software organization that
houses the service processor team, challenges this statement in a loud tone. The data on
the risk versus the feasibility of NuevoHyp and the arguments around these data are
labeled to be unacceptable for an upcoming presentation to the “Big Boss”—the
development general manager. Anthony is given another set of instructions to pull
together information that will show the general manager that the development
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organization was taking every possible step to deliver Royal Fleet PT+ on time, within
budget, and with the best possible content to bring in the highest revenue.
The new set of instructions Anthony gets from Dave and Cindy direct him and the
team he works with in Hotville back to the point where discussions began three days
earlier on Tuesday. The base for the next sequence of sizings will be the Fall Plan
definition of Royal Fleet PT+ for 2003, which is a Hot-Boxes version of the converged
program. Sizings for a second option will be done to show what it would take to add
NuevoHyp, which will give a sharper technological edge to the program and will make it
a “more converged” product. Dave underlines two significant points of focus in the
preparation of data for the case to be made for each option to the general manager: cost
and time. Anthony takes on the job to go and work on the same sizing task that the
Hotville hardware development team had worked on for two days. The question of what
the task is as clear as before—to show how two options for the development of a program
work at what cost and in what time frame. The organizational implications of these two
options, however, remain unresolved for those who will realize them.

Summary of the Narrative Segment Analysis
Managing collaborative actions becomes challenging in an environment that shifts
as a result of the ongoing interactions among multiple participants who constantly
influence, resist, or adapt to each other’s diverse perspectives. Program managers drag
their knuckles and work with their teams to create a clear vision for their program as
much as they can—or as long as development executives show patience for the knuckledragging and the roadmaps and timelines indicate some stability around which members
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can organize their actions. Neither of these things last very long. That is when
sensemaking becomes the best available strategy for the participants to establish a shared
understanding of what they are doing together.
In the events that took place around the NuevoHyp episode, I observed the Royal
Fleet PT+ program management team go through all kinds of scheduling and financial
exercises—referring to and re-creating timelines, following the view that roadmaps
represented as their trajectory, and changing these representations as they carried on with
everyday development activity. Participants in collaborative development use these
exercises to create a sense of order in their everyday organizational life, as the
development activity oscillates between the attractors of the changes in the organization
and members’ discursive acts that reflect their experience of these changes (Luhman &
Boje, 2001). In the everyday life of collaborative development, participants engaged in
scheduling and financial exercises to manage the multiple interdependent interactions in
the complex organizational system of their collaboration. The executive direction from
upper management; overlaps, mismatches, gaps, and conflicts represented by various
communicative tools; and their competitiveness and motivation to “become market
leaders” guided them in these exercises. There were many moments, though, where these
guides ceased to signify meaning for what was going on in their environment and why.
At these moments, they engaged in acts of sensemaking.
At those moments when official discursive representations of collaborative action
begin to lose meaning in the activity context of collaboration, program managers take on
the role to facilitate sensemaking among the participants. In the narrative segment from
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my fieldnotes, we see the juggling of meaning that Anthony gets in a position to manage
among different collections of participants—the Hot-Boxes program management team
in Hotville; development executives in Hotville, Snowfield, and Oldnorth; the NuevoHyp
design team in Snowfield, and the service processor design team in Hotville. In planning
negotiations, the brand organization is always a participant, too. Emergency executive
meetings do not allow much time, or nerve, to engage in acts of sensemaking. We see
instances of these acts when Anthony meets with the program management team, as he
lays out the larger context of the ongoing discussions, gives a description of how
negotiations generally evolve in the Fall Planning, and uses metaphors from the
knowledge domain of the participants.
Facilitating sensemaking has its own obstacles in an activity setting, where a
fundamental aspect of sensemaking is missing—identity construction. This study argues
that participants lose their ability to engage in collective sensemaking of their
collaborative actions because of the ambiguity of their sense of who they are together as
an organization in the context of their collaboration. The corporate strategy provides the
participants directions for collaborative actions without providing a sense of what they
will become as an organization by engaging in these actions. Program managers can
facilitate developing a sense of organizational identity among the participants; however,
program managers can not define this sense by themselves. The definition of this sense is
an ongoing and emergent activity among the participants and needs to be embedded in
the larger cultural context of the organizational system. This study argues that products of
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collaboration—like converged server systems—are inherently products of a shared sense
of organizational identity among those who develop these products.

CHAPTER SUMMARY
In this chapter, I presented my observations and analyses of instances from the
everyday organizational life in Deep Purple. I described collaborative development as a
process of interactions among participants from different corporate organizations,
different development sites, and different professional skill groups. In my analysis of
collaborative development as a process of interactions among multiple diverse
participants, I tried to show the significance of organizational identity in the larger
organizational context of the setting in this study. Then I discussed the role of program
managers in the management of collaborative actions among different collections of
participants. I presented a narrative segment about a sequence of events around the time
of a significant episode in this organizational setting. In my discussion of this segment, I
tried to show how discursive acts and representations of the official organizational
discourse guided participants’ actions. I discussed the significance of the program
manager role in facilitating collective sensemaking among the participants and touched
upon how collective sensemaking is grounded in the construction of a shared sense of
organizational identity among the participants.
In the next and final chapter of this text, I will discuss my findings based on these
observations and present my conclusions from this study.
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Chapter 6: Discussion of the Findings and Conclusion

CHAPTER OVERVIEW
In this final chapter of this text, I discuss my interpretations based on the
observations and analyses of events from the everyday life of collaborating development
organizations in Deep Purple. The view of organizations as complex adaptive systems
and the sensemaking perspective of organizational action will frame my interpretations of
events that evolve around the question of organizational identity in collaborative activity.
In sections one and two of this chapter, I will discuss the findings from my interpretation
of ethnographic data. In section three, I will present a model of collaboration based on
my findings and point to some of the implications of this model for current and future
research in organizational studies. I will discuss the significance of the findings from this
research for the practice and theory of organizational life in section four. This chapter
will end with two epilogues. Epilogue one will show how the findings from this study
answer the questions that were posed in the initial research proposal to study
organizational complexity in the Hotville development organization. Epilogue two will
present an excerpt from the internal website of the Snowfield development organization,
which reflects the story of this dissertation from the point of view of the “Tribe” of Deep
Purple developers.
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SENSEMAKING: EMERGENT COMMUNICATIVE FUNCTION OF ORGANIZATIONAL
ROLES, PROCESSES, AND TOOLS
For-profit organizations strategize to increase their market share and revenue.
Corporate decision-makers within Deep Purple, in compliance with this rule-of-thumb for
strategic planning, launched an initiative for the future of the company’s server division.
Previously distinct development organizations within the company undertook this
initiative to converge their distinct server brands to create a common family of servers.
The rationale behind this initiative was the need to respond to two significant pressures:
high cost of server development and a major competitor’s growing market share. The
decision to create a common family of servers, in other words, made complete sense from
a financial point of view. The implementation of this decision, however, was dependent
on the making of sense among those who would realize this initiative.
Collaborative development to create a new and common product line among
distinct development organizations within a corporation is a process of transformation at
different levels. Creating an innovative product that combines the capabilities of
previously distinct products while introducing brand new capabilities is a process of
technical transformation. Collaborative development of innovation, on the other hand, is
not simply a merger of the technical functions, structures, and processes of distinct
products. Collaboration is tightly linked with the transformation of organizational
functions, structures, and processes through which developers engage in joint action.
Transformation of any kind, no matter how thoroughly or poorly planned, involves
ambiguity about the outcomes of the steps to be followed—unless it has been done in
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precisely the same way before, in which case it is not transformation for innovation.
Weick (2001) argues that the manager’s primary role becomes apparent during such
moments of ambiguity in the life of an organization:
Ambiguity becomes the occasion when ideology may be
shuffled. An organization may “reset” itself whenever there
is an important, enduring ambiguity […] … Given the
existence of ambiguity produced by connections of variable
strength, managers need to reduce ambiguity at tolerable
levels. “Good managers make meaning for people, as well
as money” (pp. 47-48; emphases in original).

Undertaking a collaborative enterprise between the internal organizations of a
company triggers a kind of ideological shuffling of the developers’ sense of who they are
and what they are doing as members of distinct organizations and as members of a
company. The ambiguity that arises out of this shuffling characterizes the organizational
activity setting of collaborative development. The program manager’s role in this setting
is to deliver the product on time, with the committed contents, and at the cost expected by
the company. In the performance of this role, program managers engage in the
preparation of communicative tools that reflect the progress of the development process
against schedules and financial targets. They put together spreadsheets that lay out the
financial picture of the program. They monitor timelines that indicate the closeness or
distance of the program’s current state from established checkpoints.
Program managers interact with organizational members across a spectrum that
spans from technical engineers to senior executives in the company for the preparation
and exchange of information about the program. The goal of these interactions is to
engage participants in the right tasks. This goal requires facilitating the flow of the right
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information to the right people so that products get out to the market on time, within
budget, and with the required content so that the company gains a significant amount of
revenue in the end. The communicative work that goes into determining what these right
tasks are and what is the right information that is needed by those who will be achieving
these tasks is composed of acts and processes of meaning-making in the structure of the
company while making money for the company. Facilitating the making of meaning
among the participants, consequently, becomes one of the primary functions of the
program manager’s role in collaborative development.
A company like Deep Purple has a well-established and functioning infrastructure
of people, resources, and processes. Deep Purple developers, regardless of where they
stand in the corporate hierarchy, have significant technical competencies. They have deep
knowledge of the requirements and constraints affecting their work, and they understand
their company’s financial objectives to which their work contributes. Corporate decision
makers regularly communicate the development strategy to Deep Purple employees and
explain the pressures that make it necessary for the company to follow this strategy. In
addition to specific statements of vision, mission, and strategy, the wide circulation of
official documents that represent the organizational structure and processes guide the
direction of collaborative action in the everyday life of the internal development
organizations. These official representations—organizational charts, planning documents,
timelines, and roadmaps—lay out the formal connections of interactions among the
participants and inform the participants on what patterns of interacting and organizing
they are expected to follow to achieve the company’s goals. The well-oiled machine
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based on this infrastructure, as it became fashionable to describe how successful
organizations work in the machine model of organization (Morgan, 1997), is expected to
keep pumping out products to increase the company’s market share and revenue.
According to this description of the organizational activity of collaborative development,
the enactment of the program manager’s role depends primarily on the facilitation of
communication among participants at multiple levels through the coordination of tasks
and through monitoring how well the participants and their tasks—and product parts—
are aligned to meet the established targets of schedule and budget. Program managers use
the established organizational-communicative processes, like Fall Planning negotiations,
and use tools like planning documents, timelines, and roadmaps to perform their roles in
the development process.
The formally established structures of the well-oiled machine, especially within
large corporations with long histories, define the formal patterns of connections between
collaborating internal organizations. Formal patterns of connections in the collectively
constructed organizational system of collaboration define the expectations that the
participants have from each other as they interact to achieve joint actions. Primary
functions of organizational roles, processes, and tools are designed and enacted within the
parameters of formal patterns of connections in and around the organizational system—
program managers engage in coordinating and monitoring multiple tasks among multiple
participants; organizational charts position participants within the organizational structure
and indicate certain aspects of how the information will flow during their joint actions;
planning documents, timelines, and roadmaps reflect certain aspects of how collaborative
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activity will unfold in the next two to four years of developing a common family of
products.
The design and enactment of roles, processes, and tools based on the formal
patterns of connections sustain collaborative actions until something unexpected happens.
A design group in one site decides to go against the plan; key members from this group
isolate the program manager from the ongoing interactions with development executives;
and the collaborative development of a product, which carries the promise of keeping the
curve of market share and revenue rising for the company, comes to a halt. According to
the framework of organizations as complex adaptive systems, such surprise events are
unknowable but should not be unexpected. This framework defines the patterns of
connections in the organizational system to emerge from the nonlinear interactions
among participants that are not formally defined, or accounted for “in the plan,” as well
as those that are. A sequence of routine interactions, like project status meetings and
planning negotiations, and non-routine interactions, like a sequence of emotionally
intense and argumentative email notes between a senior design engineer and a program
manager, create bifurcations in the patterns of existing connections among participants.
The ambiguity of what is to happen next during this point of bifurcation leads to an
impasse in the everyday activity of the organizational system. At this point, resuming
forward movement becomes a matter of how well the participants can respond to the
surprise event. Facilitating the participants at such a moment during their collaborative
activity is no longer an act of coordinating and monitoring. It is an act of sensemaking.
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Program Manager as a Facilitator of Collective Sensemaking
“Shotgun Amish wedding” was one of the expressions that participants used to
talk about their experience of the corporate initiative to converge distinct Deep Purple
server brands. “All the trouble and none of the fun in a wedding” was the message in this
expression that described the experience of having become part of a relationship as a
commitment to the rules of membership in the larger social collectivity, rather than as a
means for one’s own organization’s happiness, so to speak. The NuevoHyp episode was
one of the moments of trouble that Deep Purple developers experienced as they carried
out their organizational actions in the context of the corporate marriage between two
internal development organizations. During these moments, the role of the program
manager as an organizational macroactor—a representative of the collaborative project
and an interpreter for what the participants collectively know and perform for the
accomplishment of the project—came to surface. These were the moments when the
program manager’s role as a facilitator of communication through coordinating and
monitoring became secondary to his role as a facilitator of the sensemaking of
organizational action across diverse participants involved in collaborative development.
It is the job of the sensemaker, Weick (2001) argues, to convert a world of
experience into an intelligible world. Surprise events, like the NuevoHyp episode in the
collaborative development of Royal Fleet PT+, make the everyday world of
organizational action remarkably, and suddenly, difficult to grasp. The collaborative
development of an innovative technology product is replete with moments like the
NuevoHyp episode which make it difficult for the participants to grasp the flow of their
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ongoing activity. At these moments, participants need to be able to maintain their
collective capacity to process variant data about their changing environment, where the
existing feedback loops disconnect and reconnect in short and sudden sequences. As new
patterns of connections emerge from nonlinear interactions within and around the
organizational system, participants try to find ways to stabilize their activity long enough
to be able to pay attention to and grasp the changes in their environment. At these
moments, coordinating and monitoring become no longer sufficient to hold the
participants and the organizational system of their collaborative actions together. The
collective sense of “who we are and what we are doing together” has been momentarily
lost and it has to be re-established. This is when facilitating collective sensemaking
among participants emerges as the primary communicative function of the program
manager. This is also when official representations of organizational activity cease to
guide the participants’ collaborative actions.

Significance of Organizational-Communicative Tools and Processes in Collective
Sensemaking
Strategy statements, plan documents, roadmaps, and other official representations
of organizational activity as well as the communicative processes in which these
representations are constructed, negotiated, and sometimes erased to begin again from
scratch, play a significant role in creating the sense of “who we are and what we are
doing together” in collaborative development. These are tools and processes that program
managers and other participants use constantly to organize and communicate relevant sets
of information for the accomplishment of collaborative tasks. These tools and processes
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are designed to maintain the flow of collaborative activity by providing periodic
snapshots from the ongoing actions among collections of participants.
Timelines and roadmaps are two different tools that participants use to represent
the development activity. These tools provide two different representations for the
development process of a collaborative program. Roadmaps position a program within
the sequence of other programs, giving an overview of all the programs in every
category—high-end, midrange, and low-end/entry—that are in the pipeline for the next
two to four years. Timelines represent the sequencing of schedules for the development
of various functions that make up a program. Both of these representations—roadmaps at
the high level of development strategy and timelines at the level of everyday
development activity—map the collaborative activity as a linear sequence of events. This
is what they are supposed to do as projections of the development activity from point A
to point B.
Most representations of the official discourse of members’ collaborative actions
are projective like roadmaps and timelines. Participants use these representations to
engage in interactive processes—planning negotiations, status meetings, work sessions
among program managers and chief engineers, etc—and constantly re-construct these
representations to reflect the current state of their activity. Projective representations
frame the ongoing development activity as a constant forward movement. The iterative
discussions on different icons—products and product features—in the history of a project
are de-emphasized in projective representations. De-emphasizing where the icons have
come from, why they were chosen, and what they replaced, etc works and, in fact, is
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necessary to focus on the forward movement of the development activity—until a feature,
like NuevoHyp, appears on the timeline or the roadmap.
The representation of ongoing organizational activity as a constant forward
movement of events through time makes it difficult to map the development process in
any other way than as a linear sequence of sudden appearances and disappearances of
icons on timelines and roadmaps. As the NeuvoHyp episode shows, decisions on which
products and product features will be developed are made during iterative negotiations
among participants who interact through overlapping feedback loops that connect,
disconnect, and then re-connect over time. Different icons become part of the official
discourse of the organization in the process of these iterative negotiations. Some icons are
dropped from the timelines and roadmaps before these tools are distributed globally.
Some persist long enough to become part of a few iterations of the official discourse and
then get dropped.
Communicative tools like timelines and roadmaps represent official discursive
snapshots from the projected future of the organizational system of collaborative activity.
These projective representations act as “cause maps” (Weick, 2001) that lead participants
to anticipate some order “out there.” It matters less, Weick argues, that cause maps
portray a particular order than that they portray some kind of order (p. 48). The
multiplicity of interactive connections among the participants makes it difficult to define
the boundary of the organizational system and to frame the projections for the future
trajectories of the ongoing activity. There are many more ways for the current trajectories
to converge and diverge than can possibly be actualized to form the future state of the
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system. Participants, however, need to create some kind of stability and form some kind
of boundary for their ongoing activity so that they can establish a collective sense of their
collaborative actions and keep moving forward towards their collaborative goals. Cause
maps give the participants the prospect of order around which they can stabilize their
environment and make collective sense of what is going on around them. This act of
sensemaking is what creates order, more than the cause map—the timeline or the
roadmap—itself.

Fall Planning and Collective Sensemaking
Deep Purple server products are defined in the process of Fall Planning
negotiations. Planning is usually conceived as a linear set of events within an
organizational structure, where participants interact to come to an agreement on the
actions to be taken to produce desired results. In Deep Purple, the publication of the Fall
Plan document by the brand organization marks the beginning of the planning process.
The Fall Plan document is a compilation of projective representations of collaborative
development activity for the following year and beyond. This document starts off an
iterative process of negotiations between the brand and development organizations as
well as among functional teams and program management teams within the development
organization.
The formal structure of the Fall Planning positions the participants with certain
roles and responsibilities that frame certain formal patterns of interactions in this process.
These formal patterns are reflected through the projective representations of collaborative
activity in the plan document and frame the anticipated trajectories of negotiations
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between the brand and development organizations, as these two corporate organizations
respond to each other’s demands. The formal patterns also frame the anticipated
trajectories of negotiations between distinct groups within the development organization,
as they respond to the development executives’ demands and requirements.
Participants involved in the planning negotiations interact to establish their
collaborative goals and define products and product features that represent these goals.
Planning negotiations co-evolve with other interactions in the system of collaborating
participants who experience and respond to changes in this system through their
reciprocal interrelationships. During the ongoing collective (re)construction of the system
of collaborative activity, patterns of connections, which are not necessarily assumed
within the formal structure of the planning process, emerge and self-organize among the
participants. At a moment in the negotiations, for example, a senior design architect may
come to the conclusion that the program manager is not being responsive to the
possibility of releasing a leading-edge feature early into the market. He may decide to bypass the program manager and pull higher-level participants into the negotiation of this
possibility. The emergent and self-organizing patterns of interactions around this topic at
this particular moment might leave the program manager temporarily out of the loop of
these interactions, which will then have consequences for the future trajectory of events.
The result of organizational events, like the NuevoHyp episode, is not defined by
either the formal or the self-organizing patterns of connections alone but by the
interaction of those two. The formal patterns for organizational processes are established
on the assumption that the stability of the organizational environment will be sustained
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long enough to enact these patterns. As participants follow these formal patterns, selforganizing patterns emerge from the nonlinear feedback loops in the reciprocal
interrelationships among the participants. The emergent and self-organizing patterns
make it difficult to rely on the formal patterns to sustain stability in the activity
environment and cause participants to experience constant “churning” in their system.
Roadmaps and timelines are constantly re-done, because their ability to project accurate
representations of the collaborative goals becomes very short-term. The presumed
stability of the environment begins to visibly give in when the planning negotiations take
on completely unexpected patterns and continue for periods that are much longer than the
allotted time “before the execution begins.” The participants engaged in these
negotiations experience frustration and confusion. They begin to lose their ability to
make collective sense of their actions to accomplish their collaborative goals.
Sensemaking is the best strategy available to participants in an organizational
system that operates at a state far from equilibrium—a third state between stability and
instability, where formal and self-organizing patterns of connections interact. Participants
in this system seek to establish a collective sense of their dynamic situation and to create
unity for their actions. Their situation is dynamic not only because it evolves over time
but also because the aspects of their organizational system that would have been stable—
if the participants simply followed formal patterns—change as self-organizing patterns of
connections emerge over time. Participants try to make sense of these emergent patterns
of connections and look for anchor points around which they can establish some order
and, at least momentarily, stabilize their ongoing activity. In CAS, however, any anchor
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would not be able to do the job. The anchor that would help establish some sense of order
in CAS should have a fluid and emergent structure. It should allow learning and
adaptation to the changes in an environment that is constantly (re)constructed based on
formal and self-organizing patterns of connections. This study argues that representing
and negotiating a shared sense of organizational identity can provide this anchor for the
participants in the complex organizational system of collaborative development.

ORGANIZATIONAL IDENTITY IN COLLABORATIVE DEVELOPMENT
The discourse of the development organization shows how members of Deep
Purple mark distinct organizational identities in their corporate landscape. Developers in
the Hotville site pay cheap rent compared to the researchers working in newer buildings
across the street and stay out of the business of marketizers. Hotville cowboys go to Fort
Snowfield to declare their independence. Knuckle-dragging managers sit and drool over
the roadmap until senior engineers go away with their techno-sex designs. Snowfield
designers are said to attempt to make themselves part of the Hot-Boxes product line by
attaching a prefix that is associated with the Hot-Boxes brand to the name of the feature
they are designing.
Instances from the organizational discourse reflect members’ sense of who they
are as part of distinct organizational collectivities within the large corporate structure of
Deep Purple. The expressions of distinct organizational identities leave impressions on
the images that organizational members have of each other as distinct others in the
corporation. Identification with one’s own collectivity to the exclusion of others in the
corporate structure does not interfere with the flow of everyday organizational activity
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when distinct collectivities operate within their boundaries. Strong identification with
one’s own collectivity is in fact important for survival in an industry that runs on fierce
competition. Then a shotgun Amish wedding happens among all these “others” with
distinct identities, because the competition outside is more dangerous than the
competition within, and the corporation needs the collaborative work of all internal
development organizations to stay on the leading-edge of technological innovation. That
is when representing and negotiating a shared sense of organizational identity for the
collaborative activity among distinct internal organizations become significant.
Members of the Deep Purple development organizations engage in their
organizational activities in similar ways to what they used to do before the corporate
initiative to produce a common family of servers. They put together task forces of senior
technical members to decide on a vision for the products they are going to develop. They
create roadmaps and timelines for the development of these products and release these
representations to be negotiated in the context of the annual planning process. The
organizational discourse reflects the changing context of the development organization
through the “converged” roadmaps, timelines, and product definitions in the plan
documents and in the meetings, work sessions, and hallway conversations among the
members.
Official representations of the organizational discourse reflect the convergence
among the trajectories of previously distinct development organizations as a linear
progression in the ongoing life of the commonality initiative. The roadmap for the entrylevel servers, for example, shows only Cool-Boxes products for Year 1. Hot-Boxes
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products slowly appear in Year 2 and 3 to create “fully converged systems” in Year 4. In
these discursive representations, organizing for the collaborative development of
technological innovation becomes a question of merging the capabilities of previously
distinct products in line with the concerns for technical compatibility, timeliness for
market release, and opportunities to bring in the highest revenue for the company.
Towards the end of the period of my data collection, I attended a series of
meetings at the early phases of developing the next generation of common servers after
the Royal Fleet family. This new and more “converged” family of products was being
designed to create commonality among the system architectures of three distinct Deep
Purple server brands. “Identity” was an item on the long list of agenda items that took
three days of six-hour long meetings to cover. At the beginning of the first day, meeting
participants, who comprised the “leadership team” to design the converged
microprocessor for the next generation products, prioritized the items on their agenda. At
first, identity was left for the second day of the meetings. When the topics from the
second day carried over to the third, identity was postponed to be discussed on the third
day, and it finally got dropped from that particular series of meetings. Later, the topic of
identity came up again when members began to discuss getting T-shirts and baseball caps
with the logo of the converged microprocessor. These T-shirts and caps were eventually
distributed among the members from previously distinct development organizations, who
began to wear the T-shirts to work regularly. Donning clothing with new project logos is
something that engineers take great pride in. Some argue that the engineers’ pride comes
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from having gotten something free of charge (!) as much as from a sense of belonging to
a new project.
During my fieldwork, distributing these T-shirts and baseball caps was one of the
most visible engagements by the participants in the question of creating a shared sense of
identity among collaborating organizations. Such nonverbal acts are a significant part of
organizational meaning-making mechanisms and are observed in all kinds of rituals in
social life. Soccer players, for example, swap their uniforms after a game is over. As
players engage in these exchanges, however, the coaches of the two teams might be
making disparaging remarks about each other’s teams to the media, or worse, the
supporters of the two teams might be killing each other in a street fight. Identity is a
concept that branches out its roots deeply into the history of the dynamic patterns of
behavior between the members of distinct social collectivities, especially when
competition has been a significant undercurrent in the history of these patterns. The
ongoing construction of identity through communicative processes, for this reason, takes
slightly more work than engaging in symbolic acts of putting on one piece of clothing
versus another.

Representing and Negotiating Organizational Identity: Collaborating for What?
Identity is a significant aspect of constructing a shared framework of action
among any kind of social group. Observations from everyday life in Deep Purple show
that identity is a very significant aspect of members’ meaning-making for their
organizational actions. The commonality initiative in the Deep Purple server division
created an organizational context of collaboration among previously distinct internal
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development organizations. Participants, who literally found themselves in this
organizational context, began to engage in collaborative actions based on patterns of
connections that had been established within their organizations and within the larger
structure of the company. The company’s statements of vision, mission, and strategy
clearly communicated that the participants were expected to follow these patterns
towards creating commonality among distinct Deep Purple products and establishing
Deep Purple’s leadership in the market. Following these patterns, though, proved to be
more difficult than expected for the participants whose sense of “who we are and what
we are doing together” continued to be embedded in distinct internal organizations and
not in the context of their collaboration.
Technical convergence among distinct system architectures is a difficult enough
endeavor and is the focus of participants’ collaborative actions between previously
distinct organizations in Deep Purple. Roadmaps, timelines, presentation charts, etc frame
participants’ collaborative actions as a question of the goal of creating
convergence/commonality among distinct Deep Purple products. These representations of
the organizational discourse describe the expected sequence of events to take place for
the accomplishment of this goal. The roadmaps, for example, indicate “full convergence”
between Hot-Boxes and Cool-Boxes at a foreseeable time in the future. This indication
brings up questions about the future of the organizations where these boxes are built,
especially when the images of these organizations within the company are as distinct as
rebellious cowboys and those who seclude themselves in a fort. Are these organizations
also going to be “converged” according to the same schedule? If so, who will have the
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say about how they will be converged? Does convergence mean that people will lose
jobs? If so, who will?
Participants vividly reflect their sense of organizational identity through various
discursive markers and acts in most contexts of organizational action. Official discourse
on the technical convergence of products in Deep Purple and the assumed linear
progression of events that this discourse reflects blur the concept of organizational
identity in the context of the commonality initiative. Participants in complex
organizational systems can not afford to damage their ability to make collective sense of
who they are and what they are doing as part of their activity environment. The ambiguity
and confusion about organizational identity among participants from distinct
organizations influence these participants’ ability to make sense of their roles as
collaborators and affect their actions. In a collaborative environment that is characterized
by this ambiguity and confusion, interactions among participants need to be sustained
through the communicative functions of representing and negotiating a shared sense of
organizational identity for the collaborative activity.
Identity creates an anchor for stability through its embeddedness in a
cultural/organizational activity setting and through the impressions it creates for those
who participate in that activity setting (Hatch & Schultz, 2002). A shared sense of
identity allows participants to ground their joint organizational actions in consistent
threads across situations. This does not indicate, however, that identity provides a static
structure for the understanding and experience of these situations. Wenger (1998) defines
identity as a “constant becoming” (p. 154) that arises out of multiple converging and
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diverging trajectories among those who come together to engage in a practice.
Organizational identity is not some primordial core of an organization. Nor does it
instantaneously and wholly find its definition at some point in the life of an organization.
Identity provides the participants a dynamic consistency across renegotiations of where
they are and what they are doing with others in the course of their actions. The focus on
identity may become more salient at certain times than others; however, as Wenger
argues, identity is a concept that constantly “becomes” and co-evolves over time with
other phenomena in the activity context where it gets its meaning.
The official organizational discourse in Deep Purple provides an almost
overwhelming array of representations of the participants’ collaborative goal as a
question of technical convergence. Participants negotiate over these representations in a
variety of platforms—from everyday work sessions to Fall Planning negotiations—in
order to come to working level agreements on what they are developing as converged
products. The company mobilizes all kinds of resources for the accomplishment of this
agreement among the participants. Establishing this agreement, on the other hand, is as
much a question of constructing a shared sense of organizational identity—who we are
and what we are doing together—as it is a question of defining converged products. This
leads to the proposed model of collaborative activity in this study, which I will describe
in the next section.

PROPOSED MODEL OF COLLABORATION
This study argues that in the complex organizational system of a corporation, the
question of maintaining collaborative activity among participants with distinct
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organizational identities within the corporate structure is a question of representing and
negotiating a shared sense of organizational identity for the collaborative activity among
these participants. The following diagram shows a model of collaboration based on this
argument:

Official Organizational
Discourse
Emergent Communicative Function
in Collective Sensemaking:

Representing and Negotiating
Organizational Identity

Collaborative
Actions
Collectively Constructed Organizational System

Figure 6.1

Proposed model of collaboration.

This model represents the collectively constructed organizational system of
collaboration to be based on a dynamic interaction between participants’ collaborative
actions and the representation of these actions through the official organizational
discourse. The official organizational discourse reflects the collective sense that
participants make out of their collaborative actions during the ongoing construction of
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their organizational system. This collective sense emerges out of the communicative
work of representing and negotiating the organizational identity of the collaborative
activity among the participants. This model defines representing and negotiating
organizational identity to be central communicative functions of the organizational roles,
processes, and tools for the construction and maintenance of the organizational system of
collaboration.

Implications of This Model for Current and Future Studies of Organizations
Some organizational theorists have argued that complexity is not only a feature of
organizational systems, but it is also a matter of the way in which we think about and
study organizations (Cooksey, 2001; Czarniawska-Joerges, 1992; Tsoukas & Hatch,
2001). Tsoukas and Hatch (2001) describe a parallelism between the epistemology of
narrative analysis and the ontology of the characteristics of complex systems—like
nonlinearity, indeterminacy, unpredictability, and emergence. These authors talk about a
void in the literature for the framing of the interpretive approach to complexity theory
and call for studies that explore a second-level of complexity in organizational life that
emerges from the interpretation of that life. This study follows research that has shown
how the framework of complexity is consistent with empirical phenomena (Browning et
al., 1995). In this study, I construct an interpretive analysis of instances from the
organizational life of technology developers and frame this analysis on the fundamental
characteristics of complexity. This study, in this way, aims to contribute to filling the
void Tsoukas and Hatch (2001) describe.
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Instances from organizational life and samples of organizational discourse that
substantiate these instances are the raw material of interpretive studies. This study
explores the discursive processes through which members engage in acts of collective
sensemaking. Taking the view of organizations as complex adaptive systems and
exploring the processes that participants use to make sense of their organizational system,
this study contributes to research on the importance of sensemaking behaviors in dealing
with the complexity of organizational events (Duchon et al., 2000; McDaniel & Driebe,
2001).
The frameworks of sensemaking and complexity used in this study help to explore
organizational identity not only as a construct that is created by dynamic processes
among members but also as a construct that sustains these processes by providing a fluid
and emergent structure for ongoing actions. This study builds upon research on
organizational identity as a framework of understanding and interpreting organizational
action (Dutton & Dukerich, 1991) and contributes to the growing research on this
construct in the study and practice of organizational life (Wenger, 1998; Whetten &
Godfrey, 1998). My research explores how organizational identity is constructed and
maintained as a dynamic structure to create a sense of order in complex systems.
Findings from this exploration contribute to a significant line of research in
organizational communication, which argues that processes of organizing are inherently
processes of communicating (Taylor & Van Every, 2000).
This study focused on the question of constructing a shared sense of identity
among participants in collaborative development and approached this question from the
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perspective of the participants as they engaged in collaborative actions. In line with this
focus, communicative tools used in the construction of organizational identity were
examined as representations of the organizational discourse about the ongoing
collaborative activity. Roadmaps and timelines are two major communicative tools that
organizational members use to negotiate a shared meaning for the constantly changing
information in their environment. Future studies of these tools need to investigate their
significance as structures of organizational communication which represent members’
experience of information flow and change. A better understanding of these tools as such
structures can also have consequences for examining members’ temporal experiences in
organizations (Ballard & Seibold, 2004). Organizational processes that sustain
collaborative efforts, especially within large organizations, can not be sustained, or
conceived, without the use of communication technologies. Further research needs to
explore how these technologies affect the construction of shared organizational identities,
not only as representations of discourse but also as cognitive artifacts and technologies
with specific “affordances” and constraints (Norman, 1993; Hutchins, 2002).
Communicative processes of constructing shared organizational identities also need to be
studied in the context of different kinds of collaborative settings and among different
organizations, which come into these settings with completely different identities that are
not necessarily embedded in common structures.
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CONCLUDING REMARKS: SIGNIFICANCE OF THIS RESEARCH FOR THE PRACTICE
AND THEORY OF ORGANIZATIONAL LIFE

Jelinek and Schoonhoven (1993), in their book The Innovation Marathon,
describe the “purposeful, systematic, and aggressive management” of the development
process for innovative technology products through five steps in the following way:
Early efforts (1) to begin the process of product
characteristics, and (2) relating these to process
characteristics, long before anything can be exact or
precise, lay out some of the directions in which the
proposed new product will push existing manufacturing
technology. Likewise, efforts to (3) begin identifying
relevant limits to existing manufacturing capabilities point
to where development efforts will be required. The “longer
clock” of production technology development translates
here into both technology push and market pull. As
products create demands, (4) they “pull” technology
development; as manufacturing technology is advanced, (5)
its capabilities create “push” for the product characteristics
enabled by the advances. This interaction involves the
concept of related product families and generations, as well
as long-term comprehension within manufacturing of
marketplace needs (p. 324; emphases in original).

Technology development is carried out through an elaborate web of processes
among different collections of participants—researchers, developers, manufacturers, and
marketing professionals, who operate in an extremely fast-paced, goal-oriented yet
volatile environment where everybody is deadly focused on one thing—the product.
Jelinek and Schoonhoven (1993)’s description reflects this focus and the usual way in
which people think and talk about innovative technology development. The necessary
focus on the innovative product—figuring out what it will be, designing and
manufacturing it within the parameters of current capabilities in a way that will meet
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future market demands, and then getting it out to market before the competition—
influence the way participants in these processes understand and interpret what they need
to do for the development of innovative technology. Participants, who are involved in a
collaborative effort among previously distinct organizations for the development of
innovative technology, are similarly focused on the product of their effort. According to
the findings of this ethnographic case study, participants’ intense focus on the product has
important consequences for the process of collaborative development. In the following
parts of this section, I will describe these consequences and will briefly discuss the
significance of the findings from this research for the practice and theory of
organizational life in the context of collaborative product development.

Definition of the Collaborative Goal
The intense focus on the product of collaboration leads participants to believe that
having a clear definition for future products is sufficient for the accomplishment of their
collaborative goals. This research shows that participants in collaborative development
among previously distinct organizations continuously engage in sensemaking on what
type of relationship they want to have with each other in the pursuit of their collaborative
goals. As this ethnography shows, product planning becomes a significant frame for the
interactions among participants during the development process. Most of the interactions
that take place as part of planning negotiations expectedly concentrate on the
collaborative products. This research shows that planning negotiations create a platform
for the participants not only to reach an agreement on the definitions of future products
but also to determine the future state of the relationships between their collaborating
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organizations. If participants engage in planning negotiations to determine the future state
of their relationships, then:
a) The upper management needs to make sure that the planning process—as a
communicative platform—is structured in a way that gives the participants
adequate time up front, rather than later in the process, for making sense of the
relationships between collaborating organizations. The upper management should
be involved in outlining alternative types for these relationships and designing
roles within the collaborative enterprise to guide and nurture these relationships.
b) Research needs to address the following questions: What are some alternative
types of relationships that would frame the interactions between collaborating
organizations? What would be the fundamental competencies required for the
organizational roles to sustain these relationships? How would the addition of
these roles impact the development of core competencies in general and
communicative competencies specifically among the participants?

Construction of Identity in Collaborative Development
When participants do not have adequate time up front for the sensemaking of
relationships among their collaborating organizations, organizational processes, like the
Fall Planning, get frequently obstructed during the development process. Participants
usually point to the inadequacies of these organizational processes when they face
difficulties in coordinating their collaborative actions. This research shows that the
practice of collaborative development depends upon the construction of a shared sense of
organizational identity among the participants. Participants run against obstacles during
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their interactions in the context of organizational processes like the Fall Planning,
because they have difficulty recognizing and communicating to each other that
constructing a shared sense of organizational identity is an integral part of what they are
doing. Participants believe that the inadequacy of organizational processes causes
breakdowns and creates difficulties in aligning their collaborative goals. This study
shows that planning negotiations break down at certain points, because some of the
problems participants face during their collaborative activity are rooted in the question of
constructing a shared sense of organizational identity.
Identity construction is not a process that can be compartmentalized to be
managed within specific sequences of interactions among the participants. Identity
construction goes on all the time as participants interact to negotiate over product
definitions, prepare charts for these negotiations, work on roadmaps and timelines, etc. If
so, then:
a) Participants in collaborative development should have the necessary skills to be
actively engaged in the representation and negotiation of organizational identity
during their work activities. The communication training for managerial roles in
collaborative development should focus on “interpretation skills”—such as
understanding the nuances between similar acts and processes in different activity
settings, establishing a deep enough knowledge of multiple activity settings while
being embedded in one, and being attentive to the different expectations of
different audiences in communication contexts.
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b) Researchers need to investigate the following questions: What are the sets of
skills that contribute to the representation and negotiation of organizational
identity in organizational-communicative processes—meetings, brainstorming
sessions, planning negotiations, etc? Do the formal structures of these processes
enable the participants to engage in acts of representing and negotiating
organizational identity? What structural aspects of these processes can be changed
to support participants’ active engagement in identity construction?

Role of Organizational Discourse in Constructing Identity
The common representations of the organizational discourse of technology
development reflect the process of collaboration among distinct organizations as a
constant forward movement from point A to point B, following the shortest straight line
whenever possible. Identity construction is not a process that can be easily reflected—or
monitored and coordinated—through the common discursive representations of
collaborative development, like presentation charts, timelines, roadmaps, financial
spreadsheets, etc. Identity construction, on the other hand, constantly co-evolves with the
process of collaborative development, which is described and assessed through these
discursive representations among technology developers. According to the findings from
this ethnography, it is important that representations of the official organizational
discourse also reflect participants’ sensemaking of their relationships as they negotiate
who they are and what they are doing together as part of a collaborative effort. If so, then:
a) Participants should be cautious of how the official organizational discourse and
commonly used representations of this discourse influence their collaborative
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actions. Most of the communication among participants in development
organizations take place through representations that are significantly visual and
are composed in specific ways—with bulleted lists, pie charts, graphs, etc—that
emphasize certain aspects of collaborative actions while constraining emphasis on
others. Training for skills to compose and use these representations should focus
on strategies to overcome some of the inherent constraints of these representations
to reflect the ongoing work of sensemaking among the participants.
b) Further research is necessary to answer the following questions: What are the
constraints and “affordances” of commonly used discursive representations of
collaborative activity in development organizations? What are some strategies—
technical and interactional—that users of these representations can adopt to reflect
the ongoing work of sensemaking in their collaborative actions?

Role of the Program Manager in Constructing Identity
Collaborative development is a process of interactions among participants with
very different perspectives about their collaborative goal. The shared understanding of
the collaborative goal among these diverse perspectives is susceptible to breakdowns.
This makes developing sensemaking opportunities necessary for maintaining
collaborative activity. The success of program managers is measured against their ability
to deliver to the company collaborative products on time, within budget, and with
committed content. In an organizational context where there is a constant focus on the
timely delivery of products, the formal role of the program manager is defined to depend
on the ability to coordinate and monitor the flow of large amounts of information among
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diverse participants. This definition of the program manager role indicates that program
management is primarily about providing an efficient alignment of collaborative goals
and tasks among the participants. The findings from this study show that developing
sensemaking opportunities—especially at the cusp of moments of breakdown and
preferably before these moments occur—are necessary for maintaining collaborative
activity. Based on this finding, we can argue that a significant aspect of the program
manager role is based on the program manager’s ability to create sensemaking
opportunities for the participants in collaborative development. Program managers need
to be able to continuously create sensemaking opportunities during the development
process in order to maintain a shared understanding of the collaborative goals among
those who realize these goals. Sensemaking opportunities during the development
process should especially emphasize finding ways to resolve conflicts of organizational
identity among the participants. If so, then:
a) The role of program management in collaborative development should be
structured to emphasize the ability to facilitate sensemaking among collaborators
in the performance of this role. Rewarding mechanisms as well as training for the
program manager role in organizations should be based on the performance of
program managers as facilitators of sensemaking. Opportunities for sensemaking
should be created and supported through other connecting and facilitating roles in
organizations.
b) We need further understanding of the following questions: What are some of the
ways through which program managers can create sensemaking opportunities
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during the ongoing collaborative activity among diverse participants? How does
the current understanding and practice of the program manager role allow for and
inhibit creating these opportunities? What are some other organizational roles that
can contribute to facilitating sensemaking among collaborating participants?

Structures of Power and Collaborative Development
Members of large corporations are expected to follow actions according to the
decisions that come out of “war rooms” where corporate strategies are designed. These
strategies are products of extensive analyses and thinking on what is the optimum set of
goals for the company to pursue in a foreseeable future. Corporate strategies are designed
and communicated to high-level members for implementation based on the understanding
that hierarchical power can sustain collaborative activity in well-structured large
organizations, where there are solid decision-making processes in place and the
components of the large structure are sufficiently connected through communication
links. This understanding of how strategic decisions are made and implemented also
supports the view that a well-established common corporate structure should create a
strong basis to construct a shared sense of identity for the collaboration among previously
distinct internal organizations. This research shows that when there is a conflict about
organizational identity among collaborating organizations, hierarchical power is not
adequate to sustain collaborative activity. This research also shows that having a strong
corporate identity is not sufficient to construct a shared sense of organizational identity
for the collaborative development of a project. The emergent and self-organizing patterns
of connections in organizations co-evolve with, and at times contradict, the formal
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patterns of connections on which infrastructures of large organizational systems are
based. If so, then:
a) The models of thinking and action that strategic decision-makers use should more
realistically reflect the likely progress of the processes that support their
decisions. Strategic decision-makers specifically and organizational members in
general should be attentive to the “blind spots” that their established models of
thinking and action create in the accomplishment of their goals. Members who
strategize for as well as those who participate in collaborative development
should adopt models of organization that provide an understanding for the basic
aspects of complex and dynamic processes like collaboration, such as the
fundamental dependence of these processes on the interactions among the
participants.
b) Researchers need to investigate the following questions: How can empirical data
from organizational life contribute to improving the models that reflect patterns of
interactions in social organizational systems? What aspects of human
communication create significant differences in the analysis of interacting human
agents in complex systems, compared to the analysis of interactions among agents
in non-human systems? What are the ways to improve the methods of collecting
and analyzing such empirical data for the design and testing of these models?
These concluding questions and remarks point to different directions that the
knowledge gained from this study can be taken in organizational practice and in future
studies of organizations. These are the issues I intend to investigate based on what I
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learned and what I became interested to learn more about organizational-communicative
life during the time I spent as an “anthropologist” in the vast and intriguing land called
Deep Purple.

LIMITATIONS OF THIS STUDY
This is an ethnographic study of a single case and carries the limitations that are
usually associated with the type of data collected to conduct ethnographies of single cases
and with the analysis of these data. These limitations converge around the issues of
generalizability and representativeness (Hamel, 1993; Wolcott, 2001; Yin, 2003). Studies
of single cases do not provide findings that satisfy the most commonly recognized way of
generalizing—statistical generalization. This study describes and interprets organizational
events that took place during one particular year of the collaborative development of a
project among the members of a particular technology corporation. The description and
interpretation of these events are bound by the particularity of the setting and time frame
of the study, and for this reason, do not carry universal generalizability to other kinds of
organizational settings and to other phases in collaborative development. The
organization investigated in this study is a large, old, and technocratic organization. The
findings of this study can not be generalized, for example, to small and new retail
organizations. The collection of data used in this study took place during the early phases
of developing a collaborative product, which makes it difficult to apply the findings to
the later phases of the development process.
The mode of generalization in case studies is “analytical generalization” (Yin,
2003; pp. 31-33), where theory is used as a template for the interpretation of selected
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instances from the data set. Abstraction of themes that apply to phenomena outside the
particularity of a single case, or even a small number of multiple cases, allows
researchers to make analytical generalizations from case studies. The process of selecting
instances, on the other hand, for the description and interpretation of ethnographic data
raises issues of objectivity and bias, neutrality, reliability, and validity in critiques of
interpretive research, especially when these constructs are taken to represent what they
indicate and require in non-interpretive paradigms. The integrity of interpretive research,
however, is evaluated according to criteria that differ from the classical definitions of
these constructs.53
The question of representing others’ world experience and reality is the true
challenge of interpretive research. This question has been an ongoing concern for
ethnographers since the early anthropological studies of non-western cultures by the
members of western academic communities. Bruner (1986) focuses on this question in
his critique of ethnographic stories of Native American culture change. Bruner argues:
Our predicament in ethnographic studies of change is that
all we have before us is the present, the contemporary
scene, and by one means or another we must situate that
present in a time sequence. It would be naïve to believe that
we anthropologists simply describe the present but
reconstruct the past and construct the future, even though
we use the language that suggests this. … The past, present,
and future are not only constructed but [also] connected in
a lineal sequence that is defined by systematic if not causal
relations. How we depict any one segment of the sequence
is related to our conception of the whole, which I choose to
think of as a story. … In ethnography, we need the concept
of story to serve as a “model for.” … [T]here is no primary,
naïve, phenomenal understanding of the field data we later
53

Please refer to chapter three of this text and see the tables that indicate the criteria for evaluating
interpretive analysis.
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explicate or intellectualize. No ethnographer is truly
innocent—we all begin with a narrative in our heads which
structures our initial observations in the field (pp. 141-146;
emphasis in original).

I began this study as a collaborator in a research project on the “organizational
complexity” of managing the development of a new and common server product family
out of previously distinct products of a technology corporation. My entry into the setting
as part of this research project framed the initial phases of my data collection, which, to
use Bruner’s expression, arguably marred the innocence of my ethnographic story of this
setting. This study later diverged from the initial research project and took a specific
focus on organizational-communicative activity around the development of Royal Fleet
PT+. These events positioned me as a single investigator in the research setting with sole
access to the collection of data, which is one of the limitations in this study.
This study continued to be sponsored by the program management organization in
the Hotville development organization of Deep Purple during the complete period of data
collection and during the early phases of data analysis. The story of the findings in this
study, for this reason, is not only my story but it is my story of the everyday life of a
specific organization during a specific period at a specific site within the corporation. A
deeper understanding of collaborative development needs to be gained through additional
studies, where researchers have equal access to multiple organizational groups on both
sites of a collaborative enterprise between two organizations.
The beginning of this ethnographic case study with a very specific focus—as
reflected in the proposal for the initial research project—caused the period for
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formulating research questions to be extended for the design of a study that reflected a
more complete picture of everyday life in the organizational setting. Initial arrangements
of research design as well as unfamiliarity with the research setting prevent the
development of in-depth analyses at the early phases of data collection. Beginning
analytical work as early as possible is very significant for ethnographic interpretation.
Future studies should be undertaken and designed with this significant aspect of
ethnographic interpretation in mind. Ethnographers would also benefit from gaining
access to a more extensive data set of verbatim records of talk than the set used in this
study for the analysis of discursive phenomena.

FINAL SUMMARY
In this final chapter of this text, I discussed the findings of this research on
everyday organizational life in the collaborative development of innovative technology
between two organizations within a corporate structure. I argued that sensemaking
becomes the emergent function of organizational roles, processes, and tools in complex
organizational activity settings. I also discussed the significance of organizational identity
in a collaborative enterprise between two previously distinct organizations and described
representation and negotiation of identity as communicative acts that are integral to the
sustainability of collaborative action. I proposed a model of collaboration and discussed
the implications of this model for current and future research in organizational studies. I
presented my conclusions of the findings, which was followed by a discussion of
limitations of this study, with implications for further studies of collaborating
organizations.
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This text will end with two epilogues. In epilogue one, I will revisit the initial
research questions that were presented to me when I became an assistant collaborator to a
project on organizational complexity in May 2001. I will give my answers to these
questions based upon the findings from this study, which grew out of that initial project.
In epilogue two, I will present a text that reflects what the story of the “anthropologist”
conducting this study came to be for the participants three years after my entry into Deep
Purple.

EPILOGUE ONE
The following shows the findings from this study that respond to the initial set of
questions which defined “Deep Purple’s Challenge” in the context of the commonality
initiative:
As business environments undergo rapid and constant
change, managers in large complex organizations are
challenged to coordinate programs and projects across
technologies, cultures, geographies, and vendor and
customer demands. Two key questions are:
1. What are the best organizational/managerial
mechanisms (decision-making, information flows,
transfer, and implementation strategies) to facilitate
broad-based knowledge transfer leading to quality,
rapid results?
Facilitating a collective sense of “who we are and
what we are doing together” among members is a
crucial characteristic of organizational/managerial
mechanisms in large complex organizations.
Failure to establish this sense through roles, tools,
and processes of communication will cause constant
challenges to the coordination of program and
projects across technologies, cultures, geographies,
and vendor and customer demands.
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2. At what point do organizational/managerial
mechanisms break-down because of hyper
complexity, i.e., when does complexity lead to
chaos?
Complexity leads to chaos when members of distinct
organizations, who collaborate to develop an
innovative product, lose their ability to make
collective sense of who they are together as
members of a collaborative enterprise and what
their organizations will become as a result of their
collaboration. Losing this ability brings
organizational communication to a halt and
obstructs collaborative actions.
[Sections of the research proposal describing Deep Purple’s
challenge]
Initial Research Questions
•

Is there a point at which the complexity of an
organization and its processes undermines
managements’ ability to respond?
Relying extensively on formal patterns of
interactions among members significantly
undermines the management’s ability to respond to
complex organizational events. Formal patterns of
interactions are commonly based on hierarchical
structures (who reports to whom), official
descriptions of roles and responsibilities (what a
program managers does), and routine processes
(how products are planned and defined).

•

What are the organizational/behavioral facilitators
and inhibitors to managing complexity?
Organizational members constantly process,
interpret, learn from, and adapt to each other in
their everyday organizational activity. This creates
an environment that is hard to manage through
coordination and monitoring. In these
environments, roles, processes, and tools that
facilitate collective sensemaking will influence
members’ ability to manage complexity.

•

What are the differences between incremental vs.
major transformations in relation to transfer and use
of technologies/processes?
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This research shows that an incremental process of
transformation is more appropriate for
organizations with established structures, design
processes, and market presences. Transformation of
technologies and processes in these organizations
requires significant groundwork for creating a
shared sense of organizational identity among the
members.
•

What are “best practices” used by large complex
organizations for successfully coping with
complexity?
Answering this question requires further
comparative studies.

•

Can useful lessons be learned from smaller more
nimble organizations?
Answering this question requires further
comparative studies.

•

Is there an identifiable critical point, in terms of
complexity issues, at which the networks fail?
The networks fail when members define what roles and actions
they should take based upon their membership to distinct groups,
rather than based upon their membership to a collaborative
enterprise.

EPILOGUE TWO
Shortly before the end of my residence in Deep Purple, I was called on the phone
by an organizational member, who introduced herself as a staff member in the internal
communications office at the Snowfield site and wanted to have an interview with me. It
was right around the time for the GA of the Cool-Boxes version of the converged system
with NuevoHyp, which came after Royal Fleet PT+. I found out from the person who
interviewed me that some of the members of the NuevoHyp design team had told her to
call “their anthropologist” to get the full story of how “the NuevoHyp adventure” began.
The following excerpt is from an article that was published on the Snowfield intranet site
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in the week when the Cool-Boxes version of the converged system with NuevoHyp
GAed:
Teams from around the world come together to extend the
[converged server] family
There’s hit a song from the popular musical ‘Oklahoma’ in
which the chorus has a line - The Farmer and the Cowman
Should be Friends. In this case, a team from Snowfield
(farm country) and Hotville (cattle country) came together
and demonstrated teamwork, creativity, and commitment to
bring an exceptional offering to Deep Purple customers.
Getting together
In 2001, Senem Guney, an organizational communication
intern with Deep Purple, traveled with a service process
team from Hotville to Snowfield. Her mission: To
chronicle the dynamics of a team of developers and
program managers at the cusp of a brainstorming
workshop. Fast forward three years later, Guney is
completing her dissertation which includes a chapter about
her experience, while the outcome of those sessions is an
extension of the Deep Purple [converged server] family—
[name of the next generation server]. With breakthrough
[…] capabilities that supercharge business computing,
protect IT investments, and eclipse anything the
competition has to offer, Deep Purple is unleashing cutting
edge technology to its customers. And the team who made
it happen, did so in an unprecedented fashion.
Guney, who respectfully referred to the team as her “tribe,”
said the encounter between the Hot-Boxes service
processor team and the Cool-Boxes hypervisor team was
what would be expected when very talented, bright people
[were] working together for the first time. The teams had
different approaches from very different perspectives.
“There was a lot of emotion and meetings were at times
intense,” she noted. Team members were required to
understand each other’s perspectives. For many, it was the
first time they had met face-to-face. “One group consisted
of ‘Midwesterners,’ and the other consisted of ‘cowboys.’
One team focused more on hardware speeds and feeds, and
the other focused on total software solutions and reliability.
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There was bound to be some friction,” she said.
Putting the plan in place
[…]
Staying connected
[…]
Staying motivated and unified
[…]
What’s next?
[…]
As for Senem Guney, she is doctoral candidate at the
University of Texas at Austin. Her dissertation (and soon
thereafter a book) will analyze collaboration in business
and how it evolves. In the fall, she will teach at the
University of New York at Albany.
If she had to give this group a grade on team building and
cross site communication, it would definitely be an A+.

I never gave any grades to anyone in my interview with the writer of this article.
Having spent three years with “my tribe,” as everyone grew so fond of saying, though, I
know very well that they are a bunch who will not easily settle for anything less than an
A+.
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