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Abstract 

Enterprise social media have become established as serious tools for supporting knowledge            
work, influencing how people connect, collaborate and share information. In spite of this,             
complexities have emerged that challenge their adoption, use and integration. This thesis argues             
that a deeper analysis of enterprise social media is critical in understanding how these platforms               
are situated in work activities, which factors lead to contradictions and congruency, and how              
they are shaped by their wider sociocultural surrounding. 

To explore this, a qualitative case study was conducted within a Scandinavian software             
consultancy company that makes use of enterprise social media in supporting knowledge work.             
This provides a relevant context as knowledge work is often decentralised, networked and             
requiring a variety of expertise to collaborate on specific projects. Furthermore, activity theory is              
adopted as a suitable lens to better capture the rich context surrounding enterprise social media in                
project-based knowledge work. Activity theory permits an in-depth analysis of situated human            
practices where (work) activities become the unit of analysis, and brings together often isolated              
organisational aspects, such as value systems, culture, community, power and labour structure            
into one framework. The case study first focuses on the role of enterprise social media within a                 
specific software development project, and then investigates them across the wider company. 

Key findings revealed that enterprise social media enabled longer-term and strategic aspects of             
work, such as facilitating a shared knowledge base, maintaining situation awareness, and horizon             
scanning, acting as a linking force, and making the company a more interconnected workplace. It               
also became evident that they could coexist with other workplace ICTs, taking a specific place               
and purpose within the wider ecology. However, contradictions emerged in terms of overlaps             
between technologies, asymmetry in usage and the emergence of different information sharing            
practices depending on type of work within and across projects. That said, it was found that this                 
did not critically impact upon the wider work environment, as employees could manage differing              
assemblages of technology. Finally, in contrast to the prevailing view on top-down adoption,             
positive support was found for the grassroots approach, as employees were personally invested             
and more likely to find meaningful use. However, this also created fragile and unacknowledged              
information sharing dependencies, and erected invisible barriers between different groups of           
employees and their platforms for information sharing. The overall contribution of this study is              
an activity theoretical account on these platforms within work activities, analysing them in             
relation to broader socio-cultural elements. The rich contextualisation of these platforms           
represents an illustrative example, and can inform research and practice under which conditions,             
situations and for what work activities platforms have the potential to add value, as well as the                 
future challenges that research needs to pay attention to.  
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Sammanfattning 

Sociala medier har etablerats som plattformar för att stödja kunskapsintensiva företag och            
utvecklat nya möjligheter för anställda att interagera, samarbeta och dela information. Samtidigt            
har användningen av dessa plattformar på arbetsplatser skapat en rad komplexiteter vilket            
motiverar ett holistiskt perspektiv och fördjupad analys av hur sociala medier är situerade i              
arbetspraktiker och sociokulturella kontexter. Avhandlingen argumenterar för att en sådan analys           
ger nya insikter om hur sociala medier kopplar an till olika arbetspraktiker, dess dynamik i form                
av spänningar och kongruens, samt hur den sociokulturella miljön är med och påverkar. För att               
studera detta närmare genomfördes en kvalitativ fallstudie på ett skandinaviskt kunskapsintensivt           
konsultföretag inom mjukvaruutveckling, där anställda använder sociala medier i sitt arbete.           
Valet av företag är intressant på grund av att kunskapsintensiva företag ofta är decentraliserade,              
projektbaserade och kräver effektiv informationsdelning inom och mellan olika team. I studien            
applicerades Engeströms aktivitetsteori på grund av dess styrka i att integrera olika            
organisatoriska, kontextuella aspekter såsom värdesystem, kultur, makt, grupper och         
arbetsstruktur, i ett holistiskt ramverk. 

Resultatet av studien visar bland annat att sociala medier är användbart för långsiktiga och              
strategiska delar av kunskapsintensivt arbete, tex genom att underlätta skapandet av en            
gemensam kunskapsbas, öka medvetenheten om anställdas arbetspraktiker samt förbättra         
omvärldsbevakningen. Resultatet visar också att sociala medier kan samexistera med övrig           
informations- och kommunikationsteknik (IKT), och komma att få en specifik roll och plats för              
delandet av information. Detta skedde dock inte utan spänningar och avhandlingen identifierar            
en rad utmaningar såsom överlappande användning, asymmetri i hur plattformar används och            
utvecklandet av olika praktiker för hur information delas. Trots detta visar studien att anställda              
var kapabla att hantera de spänningar som uppstod och använda en rad olika IKT samtidigt i sitt                 
arbete. Slutligen, i motsats till en top-down implementering, fann studien positivt stöd för             
gräsrotsinitiativ till att införa sociala medier vilket ledde till att anställda skapade meningsfull             
användning och blev personligt engagerade. Studien identifierade också utmaningar med ett           
gräsrotsinitiativ där anställdas organiska användning ledde till brist på samverkan och delandet            
av information mellan olika grupper. Sammantaget bidrar avhandlingen med ett          
aktivitetsteoretiskt perspektiv på hur sociala medier användas i olika praktiker inom           
projektbaserade, kunskapsintensiva företag och analyserar dem i relation till dess sociokulturella           
kontext. Avhandlingen illustrerar vidare under vilka förutsättningar, situationer och         
arbetspraktiker sociala medier har möjlighet att stödja anställdas arbete, samt identifierar           
framtida utmaningar som vidare forskning behöver uppmärksamma. 

Key terms: Enterprise social media, information sharing, activity theory, case study  
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

This thesis aims to investigate the adoption, use and integration of enterprise social media in               

project-based knowledge work, and develop a rich sociocultural understanding of how these            

platforms are situated in work activities. In particular, the focus lies on enterprise social media as                

a means for information sharing; one important aspect of project-based knowledge work with             

potential to bring together different types of work, roles and responsibilities in a decentralised              

and fluid setting. 

Project-based knowledge work is an interesting context for the study of enterprise social media,              

as it represents an alternative to the bureaucratic organisational form (Packendorff & Lindgren,             

2014). Knowledge work is often conducted in a decentralised and networked manner            

(Engeström, 2008; Nardi et al., 2002; Spinuzzi, 2008), requiring a range of expertise and              

cooperative abilities (Spinuzzi, 2012; Spinuzzi, 2014) in order to integrate knowledge that is             

dispersed across the organisation (Söderlund & Tell, 2011). Often, work is structured in             

project-based, temporary arrangements, where teams form and work together for specific clients            

(Sydow et al., 2004; Söderlund, 2015). Söderlund and Tell (2011, p. 202) define this type of                

work as “selling and delivering projects and complex systems to external clients”, which             

typically involves problem-solving as a core aspect. As customer requirements are specific to             

every project, organisations need to be versatile in order to manage change and uncertainty              

(Miterev et al., 2017; Turner & Keegan, 2000). In line with this, knowledge workers depend               

increasingly upon ICTs to share information to help bind such fluid work activities together              

(Spinuzzi, 2008; 2015a). Enterprise social media, which have been shown to facilitate            

collaboration, interpersonal connections and information sharing (Kane, 2015; Leonardi et al.,           

2013; Schlagwein & Hu, 2017), therefore could potentially benefit project-based knowledge           
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work by, “connecting users in ways that bridge distance, time, and other traditional barriers”              

(Garcia-Morales et al., 2018, p. 346). 

In addition to being an essential component of our everyday social and leisure time (boyd &                

Ellison, 2007), social media have increasingly spread into our places of work (McAfee, 2006;              

2009). During the last decade, researchers have labelled the use of social media in the enterprise                

as one of the most transformative powers impacting upon business processes (Aral et. al. 2013).               

In 2012, it was estimated that the use of social media would create opportunities to raise                

productivity of knowledge workers by 20 to 25 percent, potentially contributing $1.3 trillion in              

annual value to the US economy (Chui et al., 2012). This potential value is also reflected in the                  

year on year doubling of interest from business executives at the time, who were considering the                

adoption of enterprise social media to be strategically important to their future business and              

fundamentally changing the way their organisation works (Kiron et al, 2012). In addition, in              

2014, Gartner forecasted that social networking would overtake email in 20% of companies for              

workplace communication, indicating the serious growth in a relatively short period of time             

(Cardon & Marshall, 2015). 

As a phenomena, social media in the workplace have been defined by Leonardi et al. (2013, p. 2)                  

as web-based platforms that allow workers to: communicate messages with specific coworkers or             

broadcast messages to everyone in the organisation; explicitly indicate or implicitly reveal            

particular coworkers as communication partners; post, edit, and sort text and files linked to              

themselves or others; and view the messages, connections, text, and files communicated, posted,             

edited and sorted by anyone else in the organisation at any time of their choosing. To clarify the                  

distinction with the broader concept of social media, this thesis adopts enterprise social media as               

the term that embodies the Leonardi et al.’s definition. 

According to Leonardi and Vaast (2017), there are four reasons why enterprise social media are               

exciting from research and practitioner perspectives. First, platforms are easy and cheap to set              

up, demanding little involvement from IT-departments. Second, employees have a familiarity           

and awareness of the platforms from their use of social media in everyday life. Third, they                

consist of user-generated content, allowing employees to express their voices and opinions.            
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Finally, as people share information and interact on enterprise social media, their actions are              

recorded and become visible to others (cf. having a private conversation via email). Thus, it               

becomes possible to find out what others are doing, who they know in their network, as well as                  

their experiences and best practices (Leonardi et al., 2013).  

In sum, enterprise social media have emerged as a potentially useful collection of platforms for               

knowledge work, because of their open, flexible and collaborative nature (Davison et al., 2013;              

Hasan & Pfaff, 2012; Jarrahi & Sawyer, 2015). From the earliest stages of the topic, McAfee                

(2006) predicted how social media would be suitable for knowledge work, characterised as             

spontaneous, unstructured, and informal. He saw them as an opportunity to “knit together an              

enterprise” (p. 22) and make work patterns and processes more visible across the organisation.              

However, as enterprise social media have been adopted into organisations, a broad range of              

research studies have revealed conflicting and complex outcomes which motivates further           

investigation. 

Research problem 

Despite a growing interest in the adoption and use of enterprise social media, demands for               

further investigations have been echoed throughout areas such as Communication Studies,           

Information Systems, as well as Computer-Mediated Cooperative Work (e.g. Aral et al, 2013;             

Leonardi, et al., 2013; Leonardi & Vaast, 2017). Early research focused upon the introduction of               

a single social media platform into an organisation (e.g. Majchrzak et al., 2006; Efimova &               

Grudin, 2007; Zhao & Rosson, 2009). This initial wave of studies concentrated largely upon              

platform novelty, and understanding the potential opportunities and challenges in a work context.             

As enterprise social media started to grow in popularity, researchers explored the co-existence of              

multiple technologies within knowledge work, beyond the consideration of a single platform’s            

potential. In particular, they attempted to understand if the integration was conflicting or             

complementing existing ecologies of workplace ICTs (Balakrishnan et al, 2010; Davison et al.,             

2014; Yuan et al., 2013). Furthermore, studies also acknowledged how the variety of             

technologies available in organisations today creates multifaceted working environments         
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(Bélanger & Watson-Manheim, 2006), where employees use “assemblages of ICT devices and            

systems” (Nelson et al., 2016, p. 60).  

Studies have also revealed the more ambiguous aspects of enterprise social media. McAfee             

(2006) was amongst the first to identify challenges relating to knowledge work: firstly,             

employees might not adopt nor engage in the platforms (i.e. they are not perceived as mission                

critical tools); and secondly, if they do engage, this might lead to unexpected behaviours and               

outcomes that do not fit the custom of the workplace (i.e. employees find unexpected and               

unsanctioned use cases). Further research has identified a range of tensions in relation to this               

ambiguity, such as whether enterprise social media enable or discourage information sharing            

(Ali-Hassan & Nevo, 2016; Vaast & Kaganer, 2013); become open and accessible or closed and               

siloed (Leonardi, 2015; Stohl et al., 2016); find balance between utilitarian and hedonic use              

(Huang et al., 2015; Huy & Shipilov, 2012); deliver increased performance and return on              

investment (Arnaboldi & Corget, 2016); and clash with established information management           

practices (Stenmark, 2008; Koch et. al., 2012; Raeth et. al., 2012). Finally, it is unclear whether                

adoption and use of enterprise social media benefit from a grassroots style of management in               

contrast to a more traditional top-down approach (Søyland & Herstad, 2011). 

These ambiguities related to enterprise social media creates the motivation for further            

perspectives to better understand their role at work, and the influencing contextual elements that              

shape their usage in professional settings. Stocker et al. (2012) concluded that the actual benefits               

of enterprise social media, “only manifests itself when people make sense of and incorporate              

them into their day-to-day work routines” (p. 348). In addition, Leonardi et al (2013, p. 2) call                 

for further research that explores how enterprise social media will enable and constrain:             

“activities through which work is accomplished because it is these very dynamics that constitute              

and perpetuate organizations”. Consequently, there is a need for further theoretical and empirical             

understandings on how enterprise social media are intertwined in situated organisational           

practices and processes (Raeth et al., 2009; Treem & Leonardi, 2012), as well as the               

sociocultural context that they are part of.  
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In this thesis, activity theory (Engeström, 1987) is proposed as a suitable lens to better capture                

the sociocultural context surrounding enterprise social media in project-based knowledge work,           

whilst bringing together the often isolated organisational aspects, such as value systems, culture,             

power and labour structure. Activity theory allows for an in-depth analysis of situated human              

(work) activities, and helps to conceptualise complex real-world settings, where the           

interrelationship between people, mediating tools, and a cultural-historical setting coevolve (e.g.,           

Allen et al., 2011; Karanasios, 2018). This means that ICTs, such as enterprise social media, are                

framed as mediating tools in people’s purposeful work activities, bringing attention to what             

people are aiming to achieve and how different sociocultural elements are constraining or             

supporting this. Such understanding is believed to add value to existing research, as less explicit               

connections have been made between what people are working with, and how enterprise social              

media mediate such activities in a wider sociocultural context. The fundamental purpose of any              

ICT is to support user’s activities, and activity theory places “the user and the user’s activities in                 

context, rather than placing the system itself at the centre of the evaluation process” (Hasan &                

Banna, 2012, p. 193). 

Research aim and questions 

In light of this research problem, the specific aim of this thesis is to analyse the adoption, use and                   

integration of enterprise social media in project-based knowledge work, and develop a rich             

sociocultural understanding of how these platforms are situated in work activities. In particular,             

the focus lies on the use of enterprise social media for information sharing as one important                

aspect of project-based knowledge work. Through the term situated this thesis emphasises the             

local views and use patterns that arise around enterprise social media, and how people in their                

different roles and responsibilities shape and adjust these platforms to make them valuable in              

their local work setting (Nardi & O’Day, 1999). The following questions are posed to help               

address this aim: 

1. What are the implications of an organic, grassroots adoption to enterprise social media             

for information sharing?  
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2. How and why are enterprise social media used for information sharing as part of              

project-based knowledge work?  

3. What is the role of enterprise social media amongst other workplace ICTs used for              

information sharing in project-based knowledge work? 

These research questions will be explored in the context of software development, which             

represents a demanding form of project-based knowledge work (Söderlund, 2015; Söderlund &            

Tell, 2011). The motivation here is that software development is highly collaborative in nature              

(Mistrík et al., 2010) and requires effective sharing of information to coordinate work efforts              

amongst people with different expertise, in order to produce complex software systems and             

solutions. In addition, software developers are also users of a diverse ICT toolset for their               

everyday work, and have a general willingness to adopt new communication technologies            

(Whitehead et al., 2010). This is particularly important as reducing ambiguity and creating a              

shared understanding of people’s activities and tasks through ICTs is essential when            

collaborating towards a common outcome (Omoronyia et al., 2010; Whitehead et al., 2010). Due              

to these specific characteristics, especially the information-rich and technology-intensive aspect          

of software development, makes it a compelling context for the study of enterprise social media,               

and one that would benefit from the potential advantages that these platforms can bring. 

A workplace information study  

The purpose of this section is to position the current study of enterprise social media in                

project-based knowledge work into the wider research field. As a phenomena these platforms             

have been studied across a number of disciplines using different theoretical and methodological             

perspectives: Information Science, Information Systems, Communication Studies and        

Computer-Supported-Cooperative Work amongst others. Focusing on Information Science in         

particular, this thesis can be placed within the area of workplace studies (Widén et al., 2014;                

Byström et al., 2017), developed through initiatives such as the European Network for             

Workplace Information. Common topics of interest within this community are          

information-related activities in the workplace studied from various viewpoints: tasks (Byström           
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& Järvelin, 1995; Byström & Hansen, 2005), roles (Huvila, 2013; Leckie et al., 1996), activities               

(Wilson, 2008; Allen et al., 2011), practices (Lloyd, 2009; Pilerot, 2013), culture (Widén-Wulff,             

2000; Choo, 2008; Choo, 2013) and ecology (Nardi & O’Day, 1999). All of these perspectives               

strive to explore when, why and how people interact with information, with many focusing on               

knowledge work in particular. With the proliferation of social media into the workplace, this              

situation creates new opportunities and challenges for research - of which this thesis contributes              

towards. Relevant sub-fields within Information Science for such emerging inquiries are           

Information Management and Knowledge Management, where studies of enterprise social media           

are increasing in number (e.g. Levy, 2009; Jarrahi & Sawyer, 2015, Razmerita et al., 2014) and                

more attention is being given to the emerging digital workplaces where work is conducted in               

online spaces instead of physical offices (Byström et al., 2017).  

Moving on to knowledge work, information-related activities are fundamental and ICTs are used             

to support these activities (Cortada, 2011). In this thesis, information is defined within a              

workplace context, i.e. the information needed by a company to maintain and support different              

business processes in everyday work (Widén-Wulf, 2001, p. 7). This definition aligns with             

Orna’s (2008) view that each organisation has to consider what information is in their particular               

business. In addition, the undertaken study not only includes a focus on work-related             

information, but also the more informal non-work related information that people share to             

socialise with each other.  

In order to better understand the interrelationship between information and use of ICTs,             

contextual aspects need to be highlighted. Nardi and O’Day (1999) suggest looking at             

organisations as information ecologies as a fruitful approach to capture the dynamic interplay             

between “system of people, practices, values, and technologies in a particular local environment”             

(Nardi & O’Day, 1999, p. 49). It might be tempting to merely focus on technologies as such, as                  

organisations today employ a pervasive range of computers, widgets, applications, networks, and            

equipment. Yet, the valuable insights, as argued by Nardi and O’Day, are gained from activities               

(more or less visible) in “the space between these things” (p.66). For the purpose of this thesis,                 

such a perspective is appealing, allowing enterprise social media to be conceptualised as part of a                
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wider context where elements coevolve. In particular, the social dimension of work is of              

importance as activities in organisations are becoming more collaborative with few conducted in             

isolation (Talja & Hansen, 2006; Reddy & Jansen, 2008). Employees are part of a wider               

community, where members share relationships, knowledge, norms, roles, and beliefs as part of a              

sociocultural setting (Talja & Hansen, 2006). 

The sharing of information is a necessity in knowledge work (Styhre, 2016), and therefore              

relevant for this study. However, it has been noted that information sharing is a complex,               

context-dependent phenomena (Wilson, 2010), which is difficult to separate from other           

information activities, such as information seeking and use (Pilerot & Limberg, 2011). In their              

study of design scholars’ information practices, Pilerot and Limberg (2011) stress how            

information sharing activities need to be understood in relation to a range of aspects: people and                

their interactions; material entities; what is being used, shared and evaluated; rules and norms              

that shape human behaviour, as well as routines and procedures. They suggest that information              

sharing is multifaceted, being both technical and social in its nature, as well as being situated and                 

collective. Such a view belongs to a growing area of researchers within Information Science,              

who are applying a practice theory lens to the study of information (Cox, 2012). While there are                 

different theoretical perspectives of practice (Cox, 2012), Moring and Lloyd (2013) have            

identified shared aspects amongst these perspectives, which they acknowledge as “a focus on             

social practices and people as they engage in activities and negotiations about information and              

ways of knowing in the ongoing performance of their life”.  

In the context of this thesis, information sharing is conceptualised as a human action that is part                 

of people’s work activities. As the theory chapter will further outline, activity theory             

distinguishes between higher level activities, conscious actions and subconscious operations.          

Activities have an overall purpose and humans engage in different actions to achieve that              

purpose. Seeing information sharing as an action means that it is not the overall purpose of the                 

activity as such, but the underlying ongoing things people do with information (such as sharing)               

to achieve that purpose. Having said that, it is also important to clarify the boundaries with the                 

related concept of knowledge sharing. Throughout literature on the topic, there exists ambiguity             
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around the relationship between the two concepts and researchers have used them            

interchangeably (see Pilerot’s review, 2011). Especially in the context of the wider research             

areas of Information Management and Knowledge Management, this has generated a lot of             

debate (see Dessne, 2014 for an insightful discussion). In terms of the perspective taken in the                

current study, information sharing is the key phenomena being utilised and studied in knowledge              

work. The motivation is that information is seen as what is being interpreted, constructed and               

shared amongst people in work activities (here with a specific focus on how enterprise social               

media mediates these actions). This is in line with Dessne’s (2014, p. 9-10) view on knowing in                 

organisations as being “formed and re-formed in interaction with information [...] interpreted,            

constructed and exchanged in a social context”. However, depending upon the research tradition             

in question, authors have also used the term knowledge sharing as well when studying similar               

activities in the workplace. This means that in places in this thesis, when referring to specific                

items of literature, the author’s original terminology will be applied. Furthermore, in the studied              

company outlined in Chp. 5, the term knowledge sharing was used as the established term for                

sharing experiences, recommendations, and updates on project successes and failures. In order to             

keep the language close to the participants, knowledge sharing will be used when describing the               

context of this specific setting.  

Taken together, this thesis is situated in the area of workplace studies in Information s´Science. It                

focuses on enterprise social media in project-based knowledge work, as it is forming and formed               

by information sharing actions. The work aligns with relational, social approaches where            

technology is placed in a wider context (Nardi & O’Day, 1999), rather than viewed in isolation.                

Inspiration also comes from the research area of information practice that stresses the social,              

situational, and collective view on how day-to-day work is carried out, where information and              

technology are part. In conclusion, this thesis contributes specifically to the topic of workplace              

studies by: (1) presenting an in-depth study of enterprise social media; (2) conducting a longer               

term study embedded within a real world work context; and (3) focusing upon information              

sharing as a critical activity within project-based knowledge work from an activity theory             

perspective. 
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Structure of thesis 

The remainder of the thesis is organised as follows:  

Chapter 2 presents the related literature of enterprise social media, and places the work in a                
wider research context, ending with the research motivation. 

Chapter 3 outlines activity theory as the theoretical framework adopted in the study. 

Chapter 4 details the methodological approach taken including research design, methods and            
ethical considerations. 

Chapter 5 provides a case description of the studied company and consists of a detailed               
presentation of the setting in terms of their business aims, work design, company culture, and               
leadership style.  

Chapter 6 presents the findings of the study of a small, agile software development project that                
made use of enterprise social media in terms of a Yammer group.  

Chapter 7 presents the findings of enterprise social media across the company in order to               
capture the more general use where multiple social media platforms coexist.  

Chapter 8 presents an integrative discussion that interprets the findings from the previous two              
chapters in light of previous literature and theory.  

Chapter 9 summarises the main contribution of this thesis - empirical, theoretical and             
methodological - and provides guidance for practitioners. The limitations of this work are also              
expressed as well as providing recommendations for future research. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature review 

This chapter reviews the relevant literature on project-based knowledge work and enterprise            

social media that will support this thesis. The review begins with an introduction to knowledge               

work, its defining attributes and meaning in the workplace. Next, the review details enterprise              

social media as a significant phenomena, providing a brief summary of their historical             

development, an outline of the major definitions and frameworks, and a comprehensive analysis             

of the main areas of complexity that the research literature has identified. The chapter ends by                

identifying the research motivation that this thesis seeks to contribute towards. 

Introducing knowledge work 

The introduction chapter presented the case that knowledge work is an area that has been               

highlighted as particularly interesting and relevant for enterprise social media (e.g. McAfee,            

2006; Riemer & Scifleet, 2012). However, knowledge work as a concept has been contested as               

all work arguably requires knowledge and competence (Kolehmainen, 2004). It has also been             

challenging to find clear and congruent definitions of what knowledge work means; not least              

because of ambiguity concerning what knowledge is (Schultze, 2000). In general, knowledge            

work is envisaged as a particular part of an expanding service sector (often contrasted to manual                

labour) in both advanced and emerging economies (Drucker, 1999), however, there have been             

controversies around which type of work counts as knowledge work, and how large that part               

actually is (Heiskanen & Hearn, 2004; Alvesson, 2011). Despite the potential risks of applying              

an occupational definition of knowledge work, empirical studies have focused mainly on            

technical communication, public relations, research and development, consultancy, software         

developers, engineers and architects (Carlier, 2013; Davison et al., 2013; Dingsøyr et al., 2018;              

Ferro & Zachry, 2013; Nelson et al., 2017). Research on knowledge work has also been               

criticised for focusing too much on what type of knowledge is required of individuals and               
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organisations and how to best control and use it in a contemporary capitalist society (Blackler,               

1995). 

Turning to the literature, Benson and Brown (2007) have identified three dimensions through             

which they summarise many of the characteristics of knowledge work: Firstly, the nature of              

knowledge work is varied and dynamic, where tasks do not always follow a cause and effect                

pattern, leading to much uncertainty. Secondly, knowledge work typically involves          

interdependencies between activities and tasks, e.g. within the team or organisation and            

stretching over time and place. Finally, knowledge workers are autonomous in performing their             

work and their decision-making processes require independent thought to resolve uncertainties.           

Other researchers have described knowledge work as activities that involve abstract thinking,            

where value is generated through creativity and innovation (Styhre, 2016). Moreover, Reinhardt            

et al. (2011, p. 150) defined knowledge work as “the perennial processing of non-routine              

problems that require non-linear and creative thinking”, with outcomes that are unique and add              

value for some recipient or client (Kolehmainen, 2004). The use of ICTs has also been               

highlighted in definitions of knowledge work. For instance, Bosch-Sijtsema et al. (2010, p. 184)              

state that knowledge work involves “workers who have autonomy in their work who use tools               

(e.g. Information and Communication Technology (ICT)) and theoretical concepts in order to            

produce complex, intangible and tangible results to provide a competitive advantage or some             

other benet contributing towards the goals of the organisation”. 

Furthermore, knowledge work has also been framed as specialist or professional work, and             

Lee-Kelley et al. (2007, p. 205) provide the following definition of a knowledge worker, “any               

employee possessing specialist knowledge or know-how who is involved in consultancy based            

on their specialist knowledge or know-how, or research and development work for new products,              

services or processes”. In this context, the performativity of the work becomes fundamental             

(Styhre, 2016), and specialist knowledge worker’s contribution and abilities are central to            

knowledge processes. According to Despres and Hiltrop (1995), they are mainly in charge of the               

process of production within their organisations. Finally, Drucker (1999, p. 87) has suggested             
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that knowledge workers should be treated as the main “asset” in organisations as they “own the                

means of production”.  

The term knowledge work used in this thesis follows the research tradition of practice-based              

studies or “knowing in practice” (Gherardi, 2012). In this tradition, the concept of knowing              

(rather than knowledge) is seen as a fruitful way of understanding knowledge work, as it draws                

attention to what people do in their work practices and the embedded knowledge within these               

practices (Blackler, 1995). This view entails that all activities involve knowledge (Hislop et al.,              

2018). From this perspective, researchers study the context and processes through which people             

achieve their knowing and the dynamics and changes that emerge from practice (Blackler, 1995,              

p. 1021). Work is seen as a situated activity in a specific time and space, and expressed as                  

“modes of action and knowledge, emerging in situ from the dynamics of interactions” (Gherardi,              

2012, p.18). Hence, knowledge is an ongoing process unfolding in practice as it is happening               

(Engeström, 2001). This is in contrast to many established views of knowledge as something that               

is stable and well defined, easily transferred and possible to predict beforehand (Engeström,             

2001). Hislop et al. (2018) call this an objectivist perspective on knowledge that assumes              

knowledge is objective, separate from people and practices and can be codified and transferred              

between individuals without any subjective influence. 

Instead, knowing in practice has been described by Blackler (1995) as an active process that is:                

mediated (through technology and language), situated (within a specific context), provisional           

(evolving and developing), pragmatic (has purpose and direction) and contested (characterized           

by power issues and conflicts). It focuses on the “social, historical and structural context in               

which knowledge is manufactured” (Corradi et al., 2010, p. 267). Consequently, understanding            

enterprise social media use in knowledge work requires the inclusion of organisational practices,             

relationships and networks between people. This is in line with Hansen’s et al. (1999) view that                

knowledge is closely tied to people’s daily activities, with a focus on participation in networks               

where dialogue plays an important role for knowledge. Orlikowski (1991) labels this type of              

research as interpretative studies that reject an objective account of events and instead             

acknowledges the relativistic nature of these events. For instance, previous scholars have found             
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explanations as to why technology implementations were not always successful by zooming in             

on the situated work practices of the users (Schultze & Boland, 2000; Suchman 1995). 

Finally, the ‘knowledge in practice’ perspective has implications for how enterprise social media             

adoption, use and integration are studied in knowledge work in this thesis. It means that the use                 

of these platforms is to be understood in the social and cultural contexts they are part of, and in                   

relation to the different aspects that shape the uptake in a specific context. Studying enterprise               

social media in this situated way aligns with Orlikowski’s (2000, p. 404) view that it is not                 

possible to assume “stability, predictability, or relative completeness of the technologies”, rather            

it is a complex web of inter-relationships. For a more in-depth discussion on the epistemological               

and ontological assumptions from a practice-based perspective, see Chp. 4. 

Project-based organising of knowledge work 

One of the major changes in work and society, discussed in relation to knowledge work, is the                 

shift from lifelong employment to project-based, networked and entrepreneurial activities where           

teams or communities collaborate to align activities with clients and suppliers (Styhre, 2016;             

Sydow et al., 2004; Despres and Hiltrop, 1995; Davies & Hobday, 2005). Collaboration and the               

ability to work closely with others, often in project teams, has been highlighted as a fundamental                

skill that knowledge workers must possess (Defillippi et al., 2006). 

Projects have been promoted as an effective way of organising work, when products and services               

are complex and demand cross-functional expertise to produce customised innovation in a            

rapidly changing market (Davies & Hobday, 2005). Organisations structuring work around           

projects, i.e project-based organisations (PBO), have become increasingly popular and          

widespread, due to the possibilities of bringing together people with different expertise and             

knowledge (Sydow et al., 2004). PBOs are defined as, “organisations in which the majority of               

products or services are produced through projects for either internal or external customers”             

(Pemsel & Wiewiora, 2013, p. 31). Projects are temporary and relatively short-lived            

arrangements that are flexible and can respond rapidly to organisational change, innovation and             

growth (Sydow et al., 2004; Defillippi et al., 2006). Kolehmainen (2004) suggests that the more               
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complex and uncertain knowledge work is the greater the need for a flexible arrangement of               

people. Furthermore, due to their transient nature, projects do not demand fixed costs or              

permanent resources, which encourages organisations to innovate, without taking on the           

significant risks that follow on unsuccessful interventions (Sydow et al., 2004). 

This temporary form of organising is characterised as “collectives of interdependent individual            

or corporate actors who pursue ex ante agreed-upon task objectives within a predetermined time              

frame” (Bakker et al., 2016, p. 1704). It is not rare for employees to be part of several projects in                    

parallel, taking on different roles and tasks (Kolehmainen, 2004). Projects also need to relate to               

the organisation they emerge from and its particular boundaries, often conceptualised as            

permanent organisations. This interrelationship can sometimes cause conflicts, e.g. imbalance in           

power between the project, the project manager and the work in the permanent organisation              

(Palm & Lindahl, 2015). Other challenges for PBOs include the performance of routine tasks,              

coordination and learning across the organisation, and how to scale-up projects that become             

profitable (Davies & Hobday, 2005). Finally, a further difficulty is sharing valuable experiences             

from one project to the wider organisation, e.g. new ideas and solutions, mistakes and failures               

and important learning (Söderlund and Tell, 2011). This is in part due to many projects running                

in parallel where PBOs face the risk of becoming unstable, too complex and fragmented as each                

project is autonomous and performed as if it was an individual organisation itself (Pemsel &               

Wiewiora, 2013; Sydow et al., 2004). 

Information as a binding force in knowledge work 

It has been argued that information is the fundamental building block of knowledge work              

(Cortada, 2011). However, managing information brings many challenges, such as the lack of             

coherent organisational processes, practices and ICTs (Almeida & Soares, 2014). Spinuzzi           

(2008, p. 144) highlights how knowledge work, with less clear organisational boundaries and             

multidirectional information flows, requires “net work” to establish connections across different           

aspects of work:  

    

24 

 

Net work involves establishing and negotiating those hidden passes, organizing work through            

weaving and splicing. It means making connections and circulating things: texts, money and its              

many representations, heterogeneous resources, and people. It means bringing different trades and            

activities into contact. 

Similarly, Styhre (2016) envisages the dynamics of knowledge work as characterised by a             

“constant and continuous exchange of insights, learning, advice and other pieces of information”             

(p. 15). Therefore, effectiveness in knowledge work depends largely upon how well            

organisations manage to combine their information, expertise and their supporting systems.           

Communication has been reported as one of the main issues within projects and common              

problems relate to miscommunication or lack of communication (Johannessen & Olsen, 2011;            

Bartsch et al., 2013). The potential to share information with others and openly discuss ideas is                

critical for the success of projects and collaborative efforts (Styhre, 2016; Spinuzzi, 2015a). A              

key challenge is to encourage people to better understand each other's work, as they might use                

different types of languages and have different interests and focus (Adler & Heckscher, 2006).              

Effective information sharing is needed both for carrying out single projects, as well as across               

projects in an organisation (Almeida & Soares, 2014; Defillippi et al., 2006). Information sharing              

across projects is particularly important for avoiding information silos or the “out of reach”              

effect (Almeida & Soares, 2014), which may result in wasted work (Pemsel & Wiewiora, 2013),               

and hinder learning from others’ experiences (Defillippi et al., 2006). 

What is learnt in one project needs to be shared in order to continuously strengthen the overall                 

capability and performance of PBOs. Swan et al. (2010) found that experiences made from one               

project are seldom shared further, except if individuals carry that experience with them when              

they start work on a new project or transmit the experience via personal networks. Often, project                

members are so focused on the delivery of a product or service within the project’s deadline, that                 

sharing activities are not prioritised (Pemsel & Wiewiora, 2013; Dessne, 2014). However, it has              

been found that people’s social ties beyond a project help to spread information further (Bartsch               

et al., 2013). This may relate to people’s preferences for sharing information in projects through               

informal face to face conversations and social interactions (Almeida & Soares, 2014). Almeida             

and Soares (2014) highlight how strategies for managing information in PBO should not only              
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consider technological support, but also take into account the social aspects of sharing. It should               

also be noted that when communication thrives in PBOs, it provides benefits in terms of               

increased productivity and performance, and promotes innovation, cooperation and agility          

(Navimipour & Charband, 2016). 

The ICT environment is a key element in facilitating information sharing within PBOs.             

Knowledge workers’ practices are mediated by a variety of different tools, described by             

researchers as “assemblages of ICT devices and systems” that provide a digital infrastructure for              

supporting information practices (Nelson et al., 2017, p. 60). Defillippi et al. (2006, p. 14) define                

these tools as “the means by which diversely trained knowledge workers communicate and             

collaborate across the specialized boundaries of their separate practices”. However, the lack of             

user-friendly ICTs that support the management of projects have been pointed out in the              

literature as a barrier (Ajmal et al., 2010). Whilst the ICT environment extends people’s abilities               

to share information in a variety of ways, it also leads to a fragmented working environment                

within PBOs, with information potentially being spread out across different platforms and tools             

(Almeida & Soares, 2014). 

Taken together, the challenges faced by PBOs and the further issues that might be introduced by                

ICTs can lead to disruption, where it becomes difficult to coordinate, learn from experience and               

find information. In this context, enterprise social media have grown in importance as tools for               

increasing the information sharing potential of knowledge work (McAfee, 2006; Jarrahi &            

Sawyer, 2015); not only through new ways of communicating, but also through the stimulation              

of deeper social processes concerning how people connect and develop networks. Therefore,            

enterprise social media seem to be a potentially important part of stabilising organisations in              

terms of information sharing and worthy of further investigation. 

From social media to enterprise social media 

Over the last decade, social media have become highly integrated into people’s everyday lives              

(boyd & Ellison, 2007). This development is no longer viewed as a passing trend, rather social                

media have become mainstream with significant social, political, cultural and economic impacts            
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(Fuchs, 2014; van Dijk, 2013). The power to publish online has been repositioned from a few                

editors on the web, to many ‘read and write’ consumers and communities who produce, publish               

and share content (O’Reilly, 2005; Krumm et al., 2008). 

Social media emerged as a concept from the period of the Web’s history that has been referred to                  

as the era of Web 2.0 (O’Reilly, 2005). Although this term has become less popular in the years                  

since it was coined, it nevertheless represents a critical point in the development of the Web;                

from a global information system where the majority of users were considered to be consumers,               

towards a system where users could realistically both produce and consume content (Murugesan,             

2007). Through users’ production and consumption of content online, interactive platforms           

started to emerge where, “individuals and communities share, co-create, discuss, and modify            

user-generated content” (Kietzmann et al., 2011, p. 241). A fundamental feature in the             

development of social media was the ability to represent an identity online and connect this to a                 

larger network of individuals, based on relationships between them (boyd & Ellison, 2007). Over              

time, a large number of platforms have developed within the category of social media, in order to                 

facilitate and enhance information sharing, collaboration and network building interactions          

between people, such as social networking sites (SNS), wikis and microblogs amongst others             

(Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010). These platforms range from the globally recognised commercial            

brands that provide social media as a service, such as Facebook, Twitter and YouTube, to               

localised communities that connect, self-organise and share information on very specific interests            

using self-hosted platforms. Irrespective of the scale or platform, social media have undoubtedly             

become a significant component of our information environment (Shirky, 2008; Jarrahi &            

Sawyer, 2015). 

Despite the leisure-based origins and motivation for social media - to share content with a               

network of friends and family - interest rapidly developed in using them as tools for               

communication in other contexts. In particular for knowledge work, organisations have found            

ways of using social media that act as a extensions to groupware collaborative software. McAfee               

(2006) coined the term “Enterprise 2.0” to capture the potential of social media as a serious tool                 

in the workplace. He observed that Web 2.0 technologies (hereafter, social media) could solve              
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the problem of the channel/platform dichotomy within existing ICT. Employees could share            

information using channels (like email and messaging) but this information could be made             

visible (‘shared’) to more people, implicitly without needing to choose recipients. On the other              

hand, workplace ICT platforms tended to share information more broadly in the organisation,             

however, they were for the most part controlled by a few employees. Thus, social media and its                 

inherent characteristics of open and easy sharing were a potential solution. 

Initially, research on social media in organisations focused upon external social media use; a              

means of mass communication aimed at an external audience, such as connecting with             

customers, the public or other organisations (e.g., Culnan et al., 2010; Dong & Wu, 2015; Hanna                

et al., 2011; Mangold & Faulds, 2009). However, there has been a shift in focus towards using                 

social media internally, which, as pointed out by researchers, is a relatively underexplored area              

of study (Jarrahi & Sawyer, 2013; Leonardi et al., 2013; Leonardi & Vaast, 2017). As               

organisations have adopted and used social media for information sharing between employees            

and for creating new connections across organisational boundaries, research efforts have           

re-directed towards implications for knowledge work (e.g., Hasan & Pfaff, 2012; Majchrzak et             

al., 2006; Davison et al., 2013). As a first step, researchers have attempted to define the essence                 

of enterprise social media and propose frameworks to help better understand the opportunities             

they afford. 

Conceptualising enterprise social media 

In a short period of time, enterprise social media have had a serious impact upon organisations,                

in terms of the new platforms that can be integrated (McAfee, 2006), new practices they enable                

(Jarrahi & Sawyer 2015), as well as the affordances they provide (Treem & Leonardi, 2012).               

Many findings are emerging from workplace studies and contributing to a deeper understanding             

of the phenomena, as well as what differentiates it from existing ICT (see Leonardi & Vaast,                

2017 for a comprehensive review). To help understand enterprise social media better, researchers             

have suggested definitions and frameworks for providing a basic foundation for this area. 
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The first comparison that can be made to help clearly define enterprise social media is to                

differentiate it from regular social media. Throughout the literature on social media there are              

many definitions of the phenomena. Three of the most cited definitions are as follows: 

Social network sites as web-based services that allow individuals to (1) construct a public or               

semi-public profile within a bounded system, (2) articulate a list of other users with whom they                

share a connection, and (3) view and traverse their list of connections and those made by others                 

within the system. 

boyd & Ellison, 2007 

Social Media is a group of Internet-based applications that build on the ideological and              

technological foundations of Web 2.0, and that allow the creation and exchange of User              

Generated Content. 

 Kaplan & Haenlein, 2010 

Social media networks possesses four essential features, such that users (1) have a unique user               

profile that is constructed by the user, by members of their network, and by the platform; (2)                 

access digital content through, and protect it from, various search mechanisms provided by the              

platform, (3) can articulate a list of other users with whom they share a relational connection, and                 

(4) view and traverse their connections and those made by others on the platform. 

Kane et. al., 2014 

However, as social media have been adopted into the domain of the organisation, more specific               

definitions have arisen in order to contextualise it in the workplace. The first definition focuses               

on the major organisational activities that are enabled or enhanced with enterprise social media: 

Web-based platforms that allow workers to (1) communicate messages with specific coworkers or             

broadcast messages to everyone in the organization; (2) explicitly indicate or implicitly reveal             

particular coworkers as communication partners; (3) post, edit, and sort text and files linked to               

themselves or others; and (4) view the messages, connections, text, and files communicated,             

posted, edited and sorted by anyone else in the organization at any time of their choosing. 
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Leonardi et al., 2013 

The second definition places more emphasis on the technologies and tools, although focus             

remains very much upon the dual benefits of sharing knowledge and facilitating relationships             

within the organisation: 

A genre of information and communications technology (ICT) that manifests as a viable platform              

upon which social interactions among individuals can be built. This definition of social             

technologies refers to tools that build on and facilitate social and interpersonal relationships, and              

therefore are useful for bolstering informal knowledge sharing across temporal and spatial            

boundaries 

Jarrahi & Sawyer, 2015 

Part of the difficulty in formulating a concise definition of social media within the organisation is                

that it can be used in many different ways (sharing, connections, profiles), or be facilitated via                

many different platforms (blog, forum, social networking sites) and also that the uses of social               

media for internal or external purposes are very different (Leonardi et al., 2013). In response,               

researchers have attempted to move beyond basic definitions, towards more sophisticated models            

that better capture the essence and complexity of enterprise social media. 

Frameworks of enterprise social media 

Moving beyond basic definitions, the phenomena of social media has motivated researchers to             

formulate frameworks to help better understand them and inform future implementations. Kaplan            

& Haenlein (2010) attempted to characterise social media via a matrix model that divided the               

platforms into different cells, based upon their degree of social presence and media richness, as               

well as their self-presentation and self-disclosure (see Fig. 2.1). The characteristics are useful             

descriptors in themselves, however, the model reflects the era in which it was created and may                

not be adaptable to new platforms. In particular, contemporary research into social media has              

moved away from the high social presence/media richness platforms, such as Second Life and              
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World of Warcraft, focusing more on the closely related information sharing family contained in              

the four cells with low to medium social presence / media richness. 

 

Figure 2.1: Matrix Model of Social Media, adapted from Kaplan & Haenlein (2010) 

Kietzmann et al. (2011) devised a more detailed model to understand the features and functions               

of social media platforms by identifying seven core ‘building blocks’ that commonly can be              

found in different social media platforms (see Fig. 2.2). Although social media tend to be               

grouped together as a collective term, the Honeycomb model enabled stakeholders to better             

understand what a particular platform could be useful for through the seven blocks: identity,              

conversations, sharing, presence, relationships, reputation, and groups. Crucially, the model          

provides a useful way to compare social media despite their manifold differences. Chapter 3              

provides more information on the Honeycomb model and how it will be applied in this research.  
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Figure 2.2: Honeycomb model building blocks of social media characteristics, adapted from 

Kietzmann et al. (2011) 

Finally, Kane et al. (2014) presented a model that attempts to merge the study of social networks                 

(which pre-date social media as they exist independently of technology) with the field of social               

media research. It should be noted that social network analysis is a widespread approach to study                

social media due to the availability of network data from digital technologies that facilitate              

interpersonal communication and network formations (Sundararajan et al., 2013). The benefit of            

the network approach is its focus on the relational ties, nodes and structures that exists between                

people in order gain insights into different phenomena (Faraj, et al., 2015). Typically, network              

analysis allows insights into people’s respective influence, resource distribution, as well as social             

benefits that emerge from the relationships (Kane et al., 2014). One of the basic ideas with                

network analysis is that the position in a network (the node) generates positive and negative               

consequences (Kane et al., 2014). For instance, previous studies have built on Granovetter’s             

(1973) seminal work on “the strength of weak ties”, which demonstrated the importance of weak               

ties in a person’s network for accessing novel information. 

In this particular model, Kane et al. combines network aspects (the ties between nodes and their                

structure), with affordances, such as personal profiles and exposure of activities, as well as              

descriptions of the nature of the interactions that can take place over network ties (see Fig 2.3).                 
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Whilst this model gives greater weight to the structure and characteristics of the network itself, it                

does not focus on the information shared across networks, the features of the underlying social               

media that enables the formation of social networks, as well as the influencing wider context. 

 

Figure 2.3: Social Network Framework, adapted from Kane et al. (2014) 

The three models briefly surveyed here underline an important point: social media is             

multifaceted and difficult to reduce to a simple, easily described phenomena. This is evidenced              

not only by the technical differences between social media platforms, but perhaps more             

importantly by the social features and networked aspects that each of these models has in some                

way attempted to represent. This is important to consider as social media adoption, use and               

integration within the workplace is not trivial and potentially may lead to unexpected outcomes,              

complexities or negative consequences. 
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Complexity of enterprise social media 

Enterprise social media have had a relatively short history, however they have attracted a              

significant amount of research attention ever since the term was coined. Initial research focused              

upon the adoption of a single type of technology within an organisation, such as wikis (e.g.,                

Majchrzak et al., 2006; Yates et al., 2010), blogs (e.g., Efimova & Grundin, 2007; Wattal et al.,                 

2009), microblogs (e.g., Zhao & Rosson, 2009; Müller & Stocker, 2011), and social networking              

sites (Steinfield et al., 2009; Skeels & Grundin, 2009; Richter & Riemer, 2009). The purpose of                

these studies was to understand the opportunities, challenges and potential impacts of adopting a              

relatively new and novel technology in the workplace, as well as to explore how it would be                 

perceived and used by employees. 

The next wave of research shifted focus towards a wider ecology of workplace ICTs, studying               

enterprise social media in conjunction with existing technologies (e.g., email or telephone). This             

shift was motivated by the observation that knowledge workers typically use a range of ICTs in                

their everyday work (Jarrahi & Sawyer, 2015), which creates complex arrangements (Bélanger &             

Watson-Manheim, 2006). In this context, studies began to explore how enterprise social media             

may conflict with or complement existing tools. For instance, Turner et al. (2010) observed how               

different types of social media complemented existing systems, rather than replacing them, and             

how users tended to create their own ‘communication ecologies’ for particular work activities,             

instead of selecting a single technology. Similarly, Jarrahi and Sawyer (2013) noted that rather              

than adopting single technologies in isolation, different types of social media were often used              

simultaneously to facilitate different purposes. However, they also showed that various social            

media competed with one another, as employees constantly considered which technology would            

be most efficient for their particular tasks.  

Drawing on the concepts of sociomateriality, Jarrahi and Sawyer (2013) were able to capture the               

interrelationship between the material aspects of technology and social practice, and explore the             

how employees engaged with different technologies in their knowledge practices. Such a            

perspective is particularly useful, as it does not overemphasise the technical nor the social, as               
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stressed by the authors, “central to sociomateriality is premise of technological affordances: what             

technologies achieve in practice can only be understood by focusing on their material             

performances, which are always enacted by humans” (Jarrahi & Sawyer, 2013, p. 112). As a lens                

for understanding social media, it encourages the analysis of situated practices, where people use              

and make sense of technology. Along a similar line, Stocker et al. (2012) applied the lens of                 

‘appropriation’ to explore how a wiki had been adopted and used in knowledge work to achieve                

specific goals across three organisations. Appropriation is defined as (p. 320), “the way in which               

technologies are adopted, adapted and incorporated into working practice”. The motivation to            

use appropriation as a concept was that knowledge work is becoming more diversified consisting              

of individualised work practices and decentralised organisational structures. Hence, arguing that           

more theories are needed that captures the contextual and cultural elements of work.  

Another related approach taken by researchers has been to focus on better understanding the              

activities that social media influence. Hasan and Pfaff (2012) used activity theory to study the               

adoption of a wiki in two different corporate settings, and the associated social and technical               

implications. The advantage of activity theory, as noted by the authors was the “holistic              

perspective across the doing, thinking and communicating dimensions of the knowledge work            

space” (Hasan & Pfaff, 2012, p. 426). Following the tradition of activity theory, their study               

allowed a conceptualisation of enterprise social media as part of the purposeful activity as unit of                

analysis. The focus on purposeful activity is particularly useful as it directs attention towards              

what people want to achieve at work. Simeonova (2018, p. 596) also applied activity theory in                

analysing how Web 2.0/social media and transactive memory systems contribute towards           

knowledge sharing, with the motivation that, “AT helps to look deeper into the context that may                

enact or obstruct [knowledge sharing] activities and the use of tools to support them”. Despite               

these examples, there are surprisingly few studies that have applied a practice-based approach to              

the study of enterprise social media. 

As more research studies on enterprise social media have been conducted, the complexities that              

emerge through their use motivates a deeper theoretical investigation and understanding. The            

remainder of the chapter presents a comprehensive review of the complexities that has been              
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identified surrounding the phenomena, with five key areas highlighted: the support for            

knowledge and information sharing; the differences in utilitarian and hedonic use; the            

implications of the adoption strategy, whether by top-down management or driven by grassroots             

efforts; the impact of matters of control, power and ownership; as well as the fundamental               

concern of whether or not enterprise social media increase performance and bring value to both               

employees and the wider organisation. 

Knowledge and information sharing support 

Much research on enterprise social media has been concerned with knowledge and information             

sharing (as noted there is an ambiguity around the terms used in the literature), and whether or                 

not this activity is enabled or discouraged through the use of the platforms (Ellison et al., 2015).  

In particular, affordance theory has played a significant role in the understanding of enterprise              

social media (e.g Ellison et al., 2015; Leonardi & Vaast, 2017; Majchrzak et al., 2013; Treem &                 

Leonardi, 2012). Affordance theory refers to the possibility and potential for a particular action              

that an object provides (Gibson, 1979). The affordance lens provides advantages as it makes it               

possible to capture both the technological capability and the human actions (Majchrzak et al.,              

2013). More specifically, “it helps to explain why, in some cases, people use the same               

technology differently and why, in other cases, people put the same technology to similar uses               

and change their communication and work practices in equivalent ways” (Treem & Leonardi,             

2012, p. 5). Within the context of enterprise social media, Treem and Leonardi (2012) identified               

four affordances - visibility, persistence, editability and association - that distinguished them            

from other technologies, and discussed their implications for information sharing, socialisation           

and power processes in organisations.  

First, the visibility of information sharing enables individuals to see what others are doing              

without the need to be directly involved. Leonardi (2014) developed the concept of             

metaknowledge, i.e. “who knows what” and “who knows whom”, to describe the advantages             

gained from indirect communication and interaction; previously invisible information becomes          

visible enabling people to find experts, develop an awareness of their networks, and leading to a                
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state of increased ambient awareness. However, Gibbs et al. (2013) argue that “much of the               

emerging literature on knowledge sharing in social media succumbs to an ‘ideology of openness’              

(Eisenberg & Witten, 1987) by assuming that open communication is an unmitigated good”.             

Stohl et al. (2016) also challenge the assumption that information visibility leads to increased              

transparency in organisations, and introduced the transparency paradox phenomenon: i.e. high           

levels of visibility decrease transparency and produce opacity. This is explained by the large              

quantities of information being produced and shared, leading to information overload and            

consequently more hidden information. 

Second, persistence ensures that conversations are not lost, and can be retrieved at a later date.                

This is of particular benefit to organisations using enterprise social media as the interactions on               

these platforms (e.g. asking questions/answers) creates a shared, collective memory. As these            

interactions are saved, it is possible to retrieve them in the future, which provides advantages               

such as avoiding work already done and reducing time waste (Ellison et al., 2015). Whilst the                

persistence of information may seem purely positive, it still leads to challenges. Gibbs et al.               

(2013) finds that employees may try to control the dissemination of information via selective              

sharing, motivated by concerns over job security and preservation of their role. This selective              

sharing also extends to self presentation and image management (Walther, 2007), where            

employees are concerned how casual communication can be recalled later, but within a             

completely different context and to an unexpected audience (Ellison et al., 2015). 

Third, editability enables purposeful sharing so that ownership and responsibility are distributed            

and decentralised amongst multiple employees. Several studies, of wikis in particular, have            

found positive outcomes relating to editability. Arazy et al. (2009) found that users valued the               

flexibility and change control of the technology; Danis & Singer (2008) identified that the ability               

to review and edit was a key value that led to greater collaboration; and Yates et al. (2010)                  

reported that employees took responsibility for wiki pages even when it was not related to their                

role in the company. In contrast, active participation in wikis has been limited due to lack of trust                  

in the quality and accuracy of information being shared (Paroutis & Al Saleh, 2009) and the                

existence of barriers, such as lack of guidelines, less supported work practices, and cultural              
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constraints (Holtzblatt et al., 2010). Finally, Mansour (2013) finds that in spite of the positive               

value of a wiki’s editability, there are underlying issues that leave people not feeling confident in                

using them. Firstly, they may not feel entirely comfortable revealing their knowledge in such an               

open platform to an unknown audience, and secondly, it may be daunting to edit the               

contributions of more senior members of an organisation. Even though the technology is open              

and democratic, the hierarchy of the organisation can carry over into the wiki environment and               

create an invisible barrier that inhibits knowledge sharing. 

Finally, associations enable cross-organisation community-building as well as access to          

dispersed expertise and information. Richter and Riemer (2009) identified three purposes for            

using social networking sites: firstly, they help with the identification of experts; secondly, they              

facilitate the creation of common space for making contacts and sharing interests; and finally,              

they help to maintain existing relationships. In these respects, enterprise social media has been              

found to support increased social interaction between people; a foundation and prerequisite for             

knowledge sharing processes (Ellison et al., 2015). Increasingly, enterprise social media has been             

studied from the perspective of social capital. The notion of social capital implies that human               

relationships within a network yield certain benefits to the members of the network and the               

collective benefits that would not be possible without the connections (Kline & Alex-Brown,             

2013, p. 281). It also refers to the difference in benefits, were some people may be better                 

connected, and subsequently have better access to various resources, such as support,            

information and power (Grange & Benbasat, 2018). For instance, it has been found that social               

media enhance offline relationships and help people maintain relationships (Ellison et al., 2007),             

as well as facilitate future ones, such as identifying and accessing dispersed expertise (Fulk and               

Yuan, 2013). Building connections is improved by the myriad of information sources (also the              

amount of information) available via platforms, such as posts, personal profiles, and informal             

associations (Fulk and Yuan, 2013). Steinfield et al. (2009) found that active usage of a social                

networking site at IBM lead to stronger ties within a network and more support for weak                

networks, resulting in a feeling of belonging within the organisation. 
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In contrast, Ellison et al. (2015) noted not everyone is entirely comfortable asking questions in a                

public and open forum, as there is a perceived risk of being judged as incompetent. Karoui et al.                  

(2015) demonstrated in a cross-case study that as social capital becomes more visible through              

enterprise social media (in this case a social networking site was implemented in the two               

organisations), users apply different strategies to control this capital, e.g. people were found to              

manipulate situations augmenting their own social capital, or in order to deliberately degrade             

others. Furthermore, beyond having value to an individual in terms of connecting them to people               

and knowledge, their own network may have symbolic value and become an important resource              

for the organisation to study, which leads to strategies to develop valuable networks from a               

self-interested perspective rather than for the collective-good. This is echoed by DiMicco (2008),             

who identified users who had explicit goals related to their personal career advancement and              

promotion of their work in mind when using a social networking site. 

Utilitarian and hedonic use 

The idea that enterprise social media users are a uniform and homogeneous group in terms of                

their behaviour has also been challenged. Van Dijk and Nieborg (2009) critiqued the rhetorics              

and utopian discourse prevalent within business manifestos related to social media platforms.            

According to them, the casual use of terms like participation, collectivism and creativity creates a               

glorified view of a “democratized and collectivist digital space” (p. 855). They question the              

notion that users are equally motivated to contribute and express themselves creatively in digital              

spaces. This alleged homogeneity has been questioned by several researchers. DiMicco (2008)            

found a range of information sharing motivations employees had for using a social networking              

site within IBM. Furthermore, Agerdal-Hjermind (2014) highlighted the subjective and          

multifaceted nature of internal blogging within a government office, identifying four categories            

of bloggers: the official, the debater, the engineer and the passionate. The range of use and                

strategy suggests that the motivation for blogging differs between individual users. Although this             

difference was encouraged by management, it ultimately confused bloggers and caused feelings            

of insecurity. Part of the confusion stems from the blending of utilitarian (work related use) and                

hedonic (leisure and social) uses of enterprise social media.  
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Researchers have shown how platforms are more than a space for the instrumental exchange of               

information (Makkonen & Virtanen, 2015). Instead, they have brought work and social life             

closer, where social aspects play an important role in motivating users to spend time on the                

platforms (Koch et al., 2012), as well as providing a sense of meaning (Makkonen & Virtanen,                

2015). The informal, non-work related content can be quite personal (DiMicco et al., 2008),              

assisting in building and strengthening employee-to-employee relationships (Ellison et al., 2015).           

Dimicco et al. (2009) describes it as a form of, “people sense-making”; acting as background               

information and opening up opportunities for social bonding (Richter and Riemer, 2009). For             

example, Jackson et al. (2007) explored an internal blogging system at a large global IT               

organisation. They found that the benefits of the blogging system were both informational and              

social. The blog functioned as a means for developing social ties between people across diverse               

geographic locations and social ties were strengthened as individuals used the blog. Regardless             

of how active people were, they all considered the blog valuable in creating a sense of                

community, as the blog “create[s] an informal mechanism that links disparate far-flung parts of              

the organization into constructive contact” (p. 9). Furthermore, Huang et al. (2015) claim leisure              

posting is important for work purposes, because of the positive spillover in readership that can be                

identified from leisure posts to work posts. The authors argue that prohibiting these social,              

leisure related hedonic posts could actually have a negative impact on information sharing. 

However, the social side of enterprise social media has also proven to be a complicated matter                

due to behaviours and expectations that have originated in the non-work context (Leonardi &              

Vaast, 2017). Treem et al. (2015) demonstrated how people’s previous use of and experience              

with the platforms colour the ways they are accorded meaning at work, leading to a tension                

between the way enterprise social media are perceived and the values of the workplace. In a                

study by Skeels & Grudin (2009), four issues were identified among organisational members in a               

large, technology-savvy organization: the legitimacy of using social networking software at           

work, tensions from mixing personal and professional personas, tensions from crossing           

hierarchy, status, and power boundaries, and the risk of inappropriate communication across the             

firewall. In order to better understand the roles of enterprise social media - in this case social                 

networking sites - Richter and Riemer (2009) concluded that, “the mere study of technology              
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features (espoused technology) reveals little of potential impact or social and organisational            

forms of appropriation”. 

A further source of tension in organisations is communicational ambidexterity, leading to            

potentially conflicting modes of communication. In their case study of a large multinational             

organisation, Huang et al (2015) identified tensions between formal systems containing central,            

organisationally produced content, and decentralised social media, consisting of user-generated          

content. Moreover, Agerdal-Hjermind (2014) showed how difficult it was to combine a            

bottom-up blog implementation within a top down, hierarchical context resulting in confusion            

over which content was appropriate. In addition, Oostervink et al., (2016) observed how the              

openness of social media caused ambiguity in how to use the available ICTs. They found that                

employees were torn between the logic of the corporation (usage of social media to improve               

productivity and efficiency) and the logic of the profession (learning from peers and developing              

expertise). 

Adoption strategy: top-down vs grassroots 

One theme in the research literature is how enterprise social media are adopted by organisations               

and the effects of different integration strategies. Underlying adoption is the tension between the              

open and flexible nature of enterprise social media (Gibbs et al., 2013), and the constraints and                

expectations that management create around it. Adoption of enterprise social media can be             

initiated by management and implemented from the top, i.e. top-down approach, or introduced             

by employees who are motivated to use the tools for work, i.e. grassroots approach (sometimes               

referred to as bottom-up). In a review of consultants’ strategy documents on enterprise social              

media, Stenmark & Zaffar (2014) found that few advocated a grassroots approach, whilst the              

majority recommend the centralised, top-down approach. 

Other research literature has stressed the importance of support from management when bringing             

enterprise social media into a work context and highlighted the consequences of its absence. For               

instance, Trkman and Trkman (2009) studied a wiki implementation in a software development             

company in Slovenia using mixed methods, and found that with little direction from management              
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on what the purpose of the wiki was, employees struggled to see its value in relation to existing                  

ICTs. They concluded that the implementation of enterprise social media is no different than the               

implementation of other ICTs, where the need for management engagement is crucial. Makkonen             

and Virtanen (2015) echoed this when examining the adoption of IBM Connections within three              

different types of companies, finding that employees viewed the adoption of enterprise social             

media as a cultural change that should be led by management. In another study, the social, open                 

and participative nature of enterprise social media was not detected in an in-depth qualitative              

analysis of a large multinational telecommunications company of knowledge workers who had            

adopted a range of platforms (Denyer et al., 2011). Part of the problem was the lack of a                  

perceived “safe” environment, where open communication could take place. Furthermore,          

management did not make explicit the purpose and benefits of enterprise social media from the               

start, which in this context, seems to have influenced employees ability to make sense of the                

tools (Denyer et al., 2011). 

While there is strong support for the top-down approach, there are also negative aspects to               

consider as well, when compared with the opportunities presented by the grassroots approach.             

Although there are only a few cases reported in the literature, end-user driven adoption of social                

media is also a viable strategy that has its own benefits (Stolley, 2009; Vaast, 2010). Søyland and                 

Herstad (2011) explicitly compared both top-down and grassroots approaches in two knowledge            

work settings using qualitative methods. They found that employees who received top-down,            

standardised solutions felt discontent and hindered in their work performance. Furthermore, the            

approach also hampered continuous innovation, which left people stranded with using outdated            

technologies that did not fit their needs. In contrast, the company that adopted the grassroots               

approach to enterprise social media had an open and innovative culture, which encouraged             

employees to freely select tools they perceived best suited for their tasks, resulting in employees               

feeling a sense of control in their local practices. This aligns with findings from Guinan et al.                 

(2014), who compared three different strategies for implementing enterprise social media:           

bottom-up, middle-managers and top-down. The conclusion reached after the analysis was that it             

is more important to start experimenting in practice to see what works and what does not, rather                 

than over-planning in the beginning in hope of predicting the outcome. It was also suggested that                
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a bottom-up approach is more suitable for flatter or expansive organisations. Despite the             

positives associated with a grassroots approach, Søyland and Herstad (2011) also identified            

challenges; what was successful on a local level did not necessarily scale up to a global,                

organisational level and the bottom-up approach led to fragmented use of ICTs and lack of               

collaboration across boundaries. 

Control, power and ownership 

Beyond the adoption of enterprise social media, important factors affecting use are:            

organisational culture, matters of control, as well as information ownership. Aral et al. (2013)              

stressed the importance of responsibility for enterprise social media in the organisation, how to              

best govern platforms, and what needs to change in relation to management, training and culture.               

Cardon & Marshall (2015) also identified two mentalities related to the adoption of enterprise              

social media in mainstream press, white papers and popular debate: enthusiasts and realists. The              

former takes a non-critical view of platforms as a new revolutionary way of communicating,              

driven by employees wanting to bypass both command and control as well as procedures and               

principles. The latter acknowledges slow and strategic adoption processes, with more emphasis            

on the potential risks for privacy, overload, distractions, and fragmentation in terms of more              

ICTs. 

In a qualitative content analysis of social media policies across organisations, Vaast and Kaganer              

(2013) discovered that many organisations perceived enterprise social media as a threat and             

responded by defining risk management policies. Within the research literature on this topic, El              

Ouirdi et al. (2015) found that one third of the 66 articles reviewed contained matters concerning                

legal issues, social media policies and the risks of introducing enterprise social media.             

Furthermore, Stohl et al. (2017) conducted a content analysis of 112 social media policies of               

large corporations and concluded that most policies increasingly inhibit the communicative           

tenets of corporate social responsibility (i.e. free speech, collective information sharing and            

stakeholder engagement/dialogue). Finally, in terms of whether policies have much impact,           

Fuduric et al. (2014) explored how corporate social media guidelines were communicated to             

employees in a smaller study of 20 companies using the Competing Values Framework (CVF).              
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The insights gained suggest that guidelines lack the power to stimulate change, as well as stress                

aspects relating to building trust. Overall, these collective findings suggest that many companies             

still approach enterprise social media from a perspective of anticipated risk and the need for               

control. 

Research literature has also suggested that there needs to be alignment between the             

organisational culture and the characteristics of enterprise social media. Drawing on the theory of              

IT-culture conflict, Koch et al. (2013) explored a social network in a global security company               

and identified the clash between the perceptions ascribed to the organisation’s culture (i.e.             

security, control and information hoarding), and values and ideals associated with enterprise            

social media (e.g. free flow of information). The investigation also found that many employees              

made direct comparisons with Facebook, which caused complications in a work context. Also, in              

a comparison of implementation across different business units in a large organisation, the             

culture and leadership style in each unit had completely different impacts - in one business unit                

the leadership style was autocratic and suppressed open discussion; in another unit, leadership             

did not actively embrace the platform and there were mixed messages regarding participation;             

and in the final unit there was a more authentic and participative style of leadership that                

encouraged discussion (Denyer et al., 2011). As Razmerita et al. (2014, p. 89) highlights: “they               

[organisations] need to create and foster an open organizational culture that encourages            

knowledge sharing, recognizes individuals, and encourages knowledge workers to adopt such           

tools”. Thus, adopting enterprise social media cannot be seen as an isolated technology; rather to               

derive most benefit requires careful attention to the organisational culture surrounding it. 

Furthermore, user-generated content produced via enterprise social media has given employees a            

stronger voice in the organisation (Leonardi & Vaast, 2017). However, this has caused             

complications in terms of who owns and manages information in organisations. In the context of               

intranets and Web 2.0, Stenmark (2008) highlights how the dominant view of information             

infrastructures and information management in organisations has been one that advocates           

standardisation and top-down control, where “the organisation knows what information the           

members need and decides when and how they should have access to it” (no pagination).               
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However, as Stenmark (2008) further argues, such a view will not work in the context of                

enterprise social media, which builds on other norms and principles. The adoption of these              

technologies depend on a new organisational management mindset of sharing or giving up some              

control. Likewise, employees need to trust their social media activities are not being monitored              

for other purposes (Stenmark, 2008). 

Payne (2007) concludes that people do not collaborate because they are told to and enterprise               

social media may not work so effectively in hierarchical command and control environments,             

rather initiatives should be managed through a participatory and co-creative approach. This view             

is supported by Arnaboldi and Coget (2016) who argue that businesses have been asking the               

wrong questions when trying to exploit the benefits of enterprise social media. They state that               

exploitation and rigid control do not constitute the right approach to enterprise social media,              

drawing upon Adler (2001) on the logic behind three different forms of sociality - market,               

hierarchy and community. Instead, they advocate approaching enterprise social media from a            

community perspective, where power over information is distributed across the community, and            

employees are trusted is put in to allow their own interests and enthusiasms to drive               

communication. 

Performance and value 

A final complexity is whether the adoption and use of social media leads to any identifiable and                 

quantifiable benefit. Given the material presented so far, it is clear that the adoption of enterprise                

social media can have both positive and negative outcomes. However, it is not so clear how to                 

judge success or failure. A diverse set of indicators have been used by researchers in order to                 

determine the value or return on investment in enterprise social media. 

The first and most quantifiable indicator of value is the level of activity on any particular                

platform. Every post, edit, comment and reaction leaves a trace that can be logged and analysed.                

For example, Holtzblatt et al. (2013) analysed the log data from over 4600 users on the                

Handshake platform, used by the multinational MITRE corporation. This approach allows for a             

much larger scale of data capture than the interviews conducted (n=64) and surveys completed              
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(n=354) in the same mixed-method study. The findings showed that 81% of users were labelled               

as being readers (i.e. no post activity), 14% of users were moderate contributors (i.e. posted               

between 1 and 20 posts), and only 5% of users were active contributors (i.e. posted more than 20                  

posts). Whilst this finding is interesting from the perspective of participation, or lack thereof, it               

does not get any closer to the value of this interaction - the passive readers could be deriving a                   

lot of value from the active contributors, and the signal-to-noise ratio might be optimal for               

effective information sharing and prevent information from being hidden in plain-sight.           

Therefore, counting activity only provides a partial picture of the value that might be              

experienced. To increase the depth of analysis, Alberghini et al., (2014) suggest a set of key                

performance indicators (KPI) along the themes of participation (e.g. number of users and visits              

over a timespan), attention (e.g. number of posts, ideas, comments and votes) and relationship              

(e.g. number of connections). Although this was concluded to have incentivised participation in             

usage and clarify monitoring, it also raises the question of whether quality over quantity is being                

pursued. Ultimately, this form of performance monitoring is very sensitive to manipulation and             

fails to give a more in depth picture of the real value of enterprise social media use. 

The second indicator of performance that has attracted attention as a possible means of              

understanding the value of enterprise social media is the study of the network structures that               

emerge. As mentioned earlier, the affordance of association allows employees to connect with             

each other and form communities. Smith et al. (2009) observed that social platforms allowed              

employees to create networks effortlessly, via both explicit connections (e.g. adding a friend or              

contact) and implicit connections (e.g. replying to messages in open conversation threads and             

editing the same documents as others). These explicit and implicit networks can be analysed to               

provide basic insights into an organisation’s potentially hidden structure and dynamics.           

Furthermore, using manual analysis and visualisation techniques, the study of resulting metrics            

can be used to measure the effects of interventions and events of interest. Dimicco et al. (2008)                 

also suggests the value in studying network structure, as this provides the organisation with              

associated data relating to the connections, interests and activities of employees, providing new             

information sources and new possibilities for understanding the workforce better. However,           

using network structure as a source of measurement can also simply encourage employees to be               
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strategic in the construction of their network (Dimicco et al., 2008), and possibly prevent more               

organic development. 

Whilst the first two indicators could be directly observed from the platform itself, other              

researchers have turned their attention to the productivity increase that can be attributed to              

enterprise social media. Archambault and Grudin (2012) traced the use of enterprise social media              

within Microsoft from 2008 to 2011, finding that it had grown from a niche activity to being very                  

widely and heavily used in the organisation. According to the authors it would be difficult to                

determine the productivity impact in any definite sense, however, they compare with both email              

and instant messaging, which were considered in the early stages of their adoption to be               

unproductive and distracting, yet now are indispensable, mission-critical tools in the modern            

workplace. Following this, more studies are emerging where productivity gains are being            

recognised. Arnaboldi and Coget (2016) found in a study of a software company that engineers               

productivity increased by 25% after using social media for knowledge management instead of its              

former knowledge management database, which was large, unwieldy and rarely consulted.           

Similarly, Leftheriotis and Giannakos (2014) found that when employees used enterprise social            

media more frequently, the more useful and enjoyable they became. They determined that when              

employees extended their use of social media, it was because they appreciated social media as               

collaborative and productivity-oriented tools. Thus, these employees experienced higher         

productivity at work, when compared to employees that made less use. Finally, by way of               

explanation, Cao et al. (2012) investigated the influence of social media on employees’ work              

performance, and the underlying mechanism for how they create value, and concluded that,             

“social media can promote work performance by stimulating trust among employees and offering             

a communication channel where explicit and implicit knowledge can be effectively transferred”. 

Finally, a more recent and indirect indicator of performance is the degree to which enterprise               

social media contributes towards ambient awareness within an organisation. Levordashka and           

Utz (2016, p. 147) defined ambient awareness in a general context as “an awareness of social                

others, arising from the frequent reception of fragmented personal information, such as status             

updates and various digital footprints, while browsing social media”. In contrast to the earlier              
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quantitative approaches that attempted to gain understanding from counting ‘visible’ activity,           

interaction and connections, here the opposite is the case. Simply being present within a platform               

and having the possibility to observe the interactions of others can yield benefits. However, the               

difficulty lies in how best to measure something that cannot be directly observed. One approach               

was presented by Leonardi (2015), who studied the adoption of enterprise social media within a               

large financial services company. In this study, half of the participants had no access to the                

platform, whilst the remainder had full use for six months. As the findings revealed, individuals               

in the group that used the platform improved the accuracy of their metaknowledge (a 31%               

improvement in knowledge of who knows what and an 88% improvement in knowledge of who               

knows whom), whilst there were no improvements in the other group over the same time period.                

Although the setting of this study is difficult to recreate, the findings highlight ambient              

awareness as a potentially important indicator of the performance of enterprise social media, at              

least in terms of improving knowledge acquisition. 

In summary, the four diverse indicators described here highlight the difficulty in trying to              

measure the value that enterprise social media brings and efforts by management to better              

understand its performance may struggle to find the best approach, especially as so much of the                

value is context specific, and the benefits may remain unseen (cf. the watercooler effect). 

Research motivation 

This review has shown how the development of social media has moved from being used in                

everyday life, to being adapted for work in organisational contexts. As research on enterprise              

social media evolves, a range of findings show that their open-ended nature makes it difficult to                

anticipate their actual adoption, use and integration within the workplace. As this literature             

review has demonstrated, these platforms can be ambiguous, having unpredictable implications           

across a number of organisational aspects, making them an interesting phenomena to study. The              

previous literature presented in this chapter has highlighted the variety of findings in relation to               

five key areas: support for knowledge and information sharing; differences between utilitarian            

and hedonic use; the implications of the adoption strategy; the impact of control, power and               
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ownership; as well as the concerns relating to performance and added value for employees and               

the wider organisation. Whilst enterprise social media are now established as a workplace             

technology, these complexities indicate that there is still much work to be done in understanding               

the phenomena. 

As identified, one promising line of research is the practice-based approach, where contextual             

and cultural elements are incorporated into the analysis, which has the potential to provide              

deeper insights by critically investigating their place and purpose in terms of achieving work.              

However, effort is required in terms of conducting longer term studies and more comprehensive              

analysis into the implications enterprise social media have on daily work activities and the              

tensions that arise from this usage. Therefore, an opportunity exists to study enterprise social              

media by focusing on what people are doing at work, situated in an organisational setting. Whilst                

previous literature has laid the foundation for the current understanding, the review here             

highlights the need for practice-based theories that can handle the areas of complexity and the               

wider contextual environment. 

To move in this direction, this thesis adopts the theoretical lens of activity theory to study the                 

interrelationship between information, technology and organisation. This approach lends itself to           

the analysis of complex organisational issues by bringing often isolated elements (e.g. material,             

social, and cultural aspects of work) into one integral framework offering an holistic             

understanding. In contrast to other common research approaches applied, such as affordance            

theory, social network analysis and social capital amongst others, activity theory permits an             

in-depth analysis of situated human practices where (work) activities are the unit of analysis.              

This means that technology is framed as mediating tools in people’s purposeful work activities,              

bringing attention to what people are aiming to achieve and how different tools, such as               

enterprise social media, are constraining or supporting what they do. This approach will             

contribute to existing research where less explicit connections have been made between what             

people are working with and how enterprise social media mediate these activities. Activity             

theory also pays careful attention to the often neglected sociocultural context in which activities              
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takes place and co-evolve, making the analysis rich in detail thus avoiding a separated and               

deterministic view of technology.  

In conclusion, as few researchers have applied activity theory to the study of enterprise social               

media, this thesis will make a valuable contribution in broadening the theoretical and             

methodological perspectives hitherto taken thus deepening insight about this phenomena.  
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Chapter 3 

The activity theory lens 
This thesis draws upon activity theory to explore the adoption, use and integration of enterprise               

social media in project-based knowledge work, and the use of these platforms for information              

sharing. The strength of activity theory lies in its capacity to capture complex real-world settings,               

such as the workplace, and the role that ICTs play within them as a mediating force (Karanasios,                 

2018). Belonging to the practice-based approach for studying organisational life (Blackler et al.,             

2000; Nicolini, 2012), activity theory focuses on what people do, and are trying to achieve in                

their work activities, with help of sociocultural historical tools (here enterprise social media) in a               

specific setting. Lopes et al. (2015, p. 237) provide a concise description of what a               

practice-based approach implies, stressing how practices in essence are situated, and socio-material:            

“Social practices are complex rhythmic entities composed of human actors, material           

infrastructures, and social conventions enmeshed with histories, imaginaries, geographical,         

cultural and political contexts.”When applied in research, the practice approach uses people’s            

day-to-day practices as the unit of analysis, rather than an organisation as a whole or an                

individual user (Blackler, 2009; Nardi, 1996). In terms of activity theory, ‘activity’ instead of              

‘practice’ is the main concept and terminology applied in this thesis, which draws upon the work by                 

Engeström (1987). Fundamentally, the activity theory lens incorporates a view that the meaning of              

life, its objects, events, relationships are best approached from an understanding of activity (Bedny              

& Karwowski, 2007). For the purpose of this research, activity theory is also complemented with               

a specific model for enterprise social media, Kietzmann et al.’s (2011) Honeycomb model. The              

Honeycomb model was used to extend the analysis to capture if there was any need for enterprise                 

social media in terms of its social and material features.  

The chapter is structured as follows. The first section will highlight the historical roots of activity                

theory making links with the sociocultural tradition. The second section focuses on the relevance              

of using activity system(s) as the unit of analysis, and presents current viewpoints relevant for               
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studying knowledge work organisations. The final section describes in more detail the specific             

aspects of activity theory that are relevant to this work, as well as its limitations, and indicates                 

how the Honeycomb model is helpful in this work.  

Theoretical roots of activity theory  

In order to present the basic components of activity theory, an outline of its historical               

development is needed. Activity theory or ‘cultural-historical activity theory’ (CHAT) has its            

theoretical roots in the tradition of Russian cultural-historical psychology, sometimes also           

referred to as ‘Vygotsky’s socio-cultural theory’ (e.g. Vygotsky, 1978). One of the central ideas              

within this tradition is that individuals develop and learn interdependently and discursively of             

their social, cultural and historical context (Wertsch, 1998). The belief is that there exists a               

fundamental relationship between human minds and their cultural, historical, and institutional           

setting (Wertsch, 1991). Rogoff and Chavajay (1995, p. 871) state this as “a view of processes of                 

individual development as they constitute and are constituted by interpersonal and           

cultural-historical activities and practices”. This means that emphasis is placed on relationship            

and collaboration between people (beyond a single individual) and the meanings ascribed to             

specific phenomena. It also links to people’s actions and wider communities, and the             

cultural-historical trajectories that exists connected to a particular context (Robbins, 2005).           

Ultimately, this approach strives to move away from a dualistic view on the individual and               

society as being separated, but instead recognising them as interwoven.  

The sociocultural perspective developed as criticism of the dominant view in psychological            

research and inquiries, where individuals were studied in isolated laboratories, away from natural             

settings. sociocultural theorists argued that the human mind needs to be studied as part of a wider                 

culture in order to provide insights into social issues and change present in moderns times               

(Wertsch, 1993). Consequently, it can not be treated in isolation, or likewise “in a cultural,               

institutional, and historical vacuum” as expressed by Wertsch (1993, p. 2). Rather it has be               

understood through the activities and institutions that individuals’ participate in (Rogoff &            

Chavajay, 1995). This perspective opens up interesting avenues of interpreting human  
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undertakings, e.g. learning, thinking and everyday practices, as situated in wider sociocultural            

historical processes (Engeström & Miettinen, 1999). 

Figure 3.1: First Generation of activity theory (adapted from Engeström, 2001) 

In this thesis, the sociocultural theory is at the forefront of consideration, inspired by Vygotsky               

(1978), Leont'ev (1978; 1981) and further developed in the west by Engeström (1987). Vygotsky              

observed and criticised the methodologies and theories of the 1920-1930s used in psychology to              

study humans as separated from their context. He opposed the prevailing view of framing              

psychological activities as a direct relationship between stimulus and response (Engeström,           

2001). Vygotsky developed the concept of ‘mediated action’, implying that all human            

interactions are mediated by material tools (e.g. technology) or immaterial signs (e.g. language),             

and cannot be understood without them (Korpela et al., 2002). From a sociocultural perspective,              

each generation in society deploy specific traditions and tools inherited from previous            

generations. In using these cultural traditions and tools, each generation contributes to the             

development of them over time (Rogoff & Chavajay, 1995). Illustrated as a triangular model, as               

shown in Fig. 3.1, Vygotsky draws attention towards the dialectic relationship between humans             

and their tools. The reformulated triangular model includes a subject (in Vygotsky’s view,             

specifically an individual) who acts on an object (the driving force) with the means of a variety                 

of tools. Together, these three components made up the basic unit of analysis, i.e. action.               

Wertsch (1993) has described action as a conceptual tool; a way to give equal weight to both                 
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human beings and their environment, where actions are in focus, and humans are not prioritised               

over the environment or vice versa. 

To clarify the idea of mediated action further, the subject is the agent (individual or collective)                

who acts upon an object (motive of the activity) with the means of sociocultural historical tools                

that can be both material and immaterial. The subject implies the perspective from which the               

activity is studied. The object indicates what the agent is trying to achieve, providing the activity                

a specific orientation. Kuutti (1996) has stressed how objects range from tangible material to              

abstract, as well as being open to modifications during the course of an activity. Finally, tools are                 

mediating artefacts that facilitate actions between the subject and the object. 

As a pupil of Vygotsky, Leont’ev (see 1978; 1981) endeavoured to develop this concept and               

expanded mediated action to a ‘collective activity’ as the unit of analysis. In particular,              

Leont’ev’s work emphasised the object’s role as a way to separate different activities as well as                

the hierarchical structure of an activity. In the words of Leont’ev (1978, p. 22) “the main thing                 

that distinguishes one activity from another lies in the difference between their objects, it is the                

object of the activity that endows it with a certain orientation”. Furthermore, the hierarchical              

structure means that individual actions are put in relation to a higher frame of social activity,                

through which the actions constitute a particular activity in focus (Bakhurst, 2009). 

Engeström, as one of the main contributors of the Western development of the theory who built                

upon Vygotsky and Leont’ev’s concepts, stressed the need to include social and collective             

components of an activity, and incorporated further mediators such as community, rules and             

norms, and division of labour into what he called an ‘activity system’. The integration of social                

components is significant for sociocultural analysis in general, as they are often seen as              

inseparable (Rogoff & Chavajay, 1995). He also emphasised the transformation of an object to              

an outcome. In work activities, outcomes are most likely evaluated, and people are held              

responsible for the produced result (Engeström, 2008). Finally, according to Engeström (1987),            

one of the key characteristics of the activity system is its constant development and              

transformation, which emerge from contradictions in the system. Such focus includes the            
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implementation of new tools, e.g. new ICTs in a work setting and the change and development                

that would follow (Engeström & Miettinen, 1999). 

Against this background, the development of activity theory has evolved across three generations             

(Engeström, 2001) into a global, cross-disciplinary research approach applied in multiple           

contexts including the workplace. This thesis builds on previous studies that have used activity              

theory to make sense of technology at work in different ways. These studies are seen in research                 

areas such as Information systems (Karanasios, 2018; Karanasios & Allen, 2014; Crawford &             

Hasan, 2006), Human Computer Interaction and Interaction Design (Bødker, 1991; Nardi, 1996;            

Kuutti, 1999; Kaptelinin and Nardi, 2006), Computer Supported Cooperative Work (Halverson,           

2002; Korpela et al., 2002; Nardi, 1996) and in Information Science (Wilson, 2006; Allen et al.,                

2011). Activity theory has more recently been applied to analyse change and emerging forms of               

work (Enegström, 2008; Spinuzzi, 2012; Spinuzzi, 2014; Karanasios & Allen, 2014; Vakkayil,            

2010). However, the adoption of enterprise social media has been less explored from an              

activity-based perspective, with a few exceptions (Stolley, 2009; Hasan & Pfaff, 2012;            

Simeonova, 2018). 

Activity system as unit of analysis 

The basic unit of analysis in this thesis is a collective, tool-mediated and object-oriented activity               

system (Engeström, 1987; Kuutti, 1996). The activity system as a unit of analysis, as shown in                

Fig. 3.2, provides a vocabulary and structure, i.e. set of components represented (Bedny &              

Karwowski, 2004) from which the study of enterprise social media can be interpreted. It is a                

multi-dimensional system that implies a systemic approach to the study of human activity             

(Bedny & Karwowski, 2004). This means that the components of the activity system cannot be               

studied in isolation, rather they should be understood via their reciprocal relations and             

interactions with each other (Barab et al., 2004). For this work, the systemic approach is seen as                 

advantageous as it makes it possible to study enterprise social media as a phenomena interpreted               

in relation to a wider set of interrelated organisational components elements, of which these              

platforms are embedded. 
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In contributing to activity theory, Engeström (1987) developed the foundation to better capture             

social aspects of activities that influence people’s behaviour. Rules and norms answer the             

question “what does it mean to be a member of this community” (Kuutti, 1996, p. 29) and                 

mediate between the subject and the community. In an organisational context, some rules might              

be formal and defined by management. Others informal and implicit as part of “how we do                

things here”. Community indicates the various individuals and/or groups who are involved and             

share the same object (Engeström, 1990). Work within the community is divided into tasks and               

roles in order to achieve the object. Engeström (1990) stresses that the division could be either                

horizontal or vertical, where the former relates to distribution of tasks between employees and              

the latter relates to power and status. 

 

Figure 3.2: Engeström’s activity framework (adapted from Engeström, 1987)  

Interrelated activity systems  

Engeström (2001) stressed the importance of extending the analysis from a single activity system              

to multiple (two or more) activity systems that share or construct an object in a network (i.e.                 

third generation activity theory). Similarly, Blackler et al. (2000, p. 282) argued how a broader               

scope is necessary, as division of labour in complex organisations, such as knowledge work, tend               

to be fragmented: “rather than analysing organizations as single activity systems, it is more              
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satisfactory to analyse them as networks of overlapping activity systems”. One reason for the              

increased focus on interrelated activity systems is that work has become more dependent on              

collaboration between several activities, making them interconnected and interdependent         

(Engeström & Sannino, 2017; Engeström, 2005). As pointed out by Adler and Heckscher (2006,              

p. 44) in their description of knowledge work:  

Collaborative community in modern industry needs to coordinate interactions that span a wide             

range of competencies and knowledge bases, and that shift constantly to accommodate the             

evolving nature of knowledge projects. 

Typically for this type of work the inherent challenge lies in representation of collaborative              

activities, as they are often “loosely connected, emergent, abstract and contestable” (Blackler et             

al., 2000, p. 282). From an activity theory perspective, this challenge is addressed through the               

conceptualisation of interrelated activities. Researchers have recognised how activity systems in           

this type of work cross boundaries of different types, e.g. inter-organisational boundaries or             

professional boundaries (Vakkayil, 2010), and identified challenging areas, such as dialogue,           

multiple perspectives and networks of interacting activity systems (Engeström, 2001).  

One of the fundamental ideas with activity systems is that each activity has its own object, but as                  

activities interact, a potentially shared or jointly constructed object may evolve (see Fig. 3.3). In               

this thesis, interrelated activity systems are used to explore how social media influence specific              

work activities as well as their relationships. The interrelated aspect becomes particularly            

interesting due to the networking and collaborative capacity of enterprise social media and their              

role for project-based knowledge work. For instance, it becomes relevant to explore if enterprise              

social media might act as a linking force by creating more connections across activity networks,               

or lead to incoherence by adding more fragmentation.  
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Figure 3.3: Third generation activity theory (adapted from Engeström, 2001) 

Interrelated activity systems in networks are not always simple, as explained by Spinuzzi (2011,              

p. 469), “the more activities are brought to bear on an object, the more fragmented, fractional,                

and contested it becomes”. Engeström’s third generation activity has been met with criticism for              

considering activities that are stable and well-bounded, with a division of labour that is              

uncomplicated. For instance, Spinuzzi (2008; 2011) claimed that these stable activities are less             

common in knowledge work where tasks are complex and interdisciplinary, depending on            

different groups coming together to solve a shared problem. These work configurations typically             

introduce multiperspectival challenges, such as people with different views and different           

perspectives on what the object might be, who ultimately must collaborate together. To             

complicate matters further, objects in knowledge work are often of an informational nature, e.g.              

represented as symbols and texts. 

There is a risk that researchers identify increasingly vague and large (runaway) objects, which              

lack clear and meaningful boundaries, and this might fail to provide insight into the motivation               

and nature of the activities themselves (Spinuzzi, 2011). The need for activity theory to fit               
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emerging ways of working has been recognised as an important future development (Engeström,             

2008; 2009). As a potential way forward, Spinuzzi (2011; 2014) has started to develop a fourth                

generation activity theory that would be better equipped to deal with issues raised above. Figure               

3.4 illustrates the concept of a larger network of activity systems being formed, and how they are                 

potentially connected in different ways, e.g. the output of one activity system provides the tools               

for another activity system. Spinuzzi (2014, p. 91) characterise a fourth generation as being: 

In 4GAT, the object(ive) is inherently multiperspectival, polycontextual, and transient, and the actors’             

collaborations typically involve heavy boundary crossing in what are often temporary collaborations across             

networks of interrelated activities.  

 

Figure 3.4: Network of activity systems (adapted from Spinuzzi, 2011) 

Object-orientation  

Object-orientation is a central idea in activity theory and thus will be of high importance when                

exploring enterprise social media at work. Activities have been described as a “form of doing               

directed to an object” (Kuutti, 1996, p. 27). Objects reveal the longer-term “why” of actions,               

rather than simply “how” (Nardi, 2005), and with respect to this study, illuminate what people               

59 



 

are trying to achieve in their day-to-day activities using these platforms. By identifying the              

object - what Spinuzzi (2015b, p. 4) calls the “seed of each activity system” - enterprise social                 

media can be situated in a meaningful sociocultural work context. By focusing the analysis              

towards the things people are transforming (Blackler, 2009), a better sense of what enterprise              

social media are used for emerges. Consequently, the strong focus on object-orientation in             

activity theory is believed to be potentially valuable in exploring enterprise social media. 

However, what is actually meant by the object of an activity has been debated, in part as a result                   

of ambiguous translation in the literature of the concepts. Miettinen (2005) highlights two             

perspectives on objects that have implications for its interpretation and application. On one hand,              

Leont’ev’s view (e.g. Leont’ev 1978; 1981), predominant in the domain of psychology, puts the              

object in relation to the subject’s motivation and need. On the other hand, Engeström’s (1987)               

interpretation recognises the object in connection to production, i.e. what is being transformed             

into an outcome. The latter perspective has gained a significant foothold in organisational             

studies, and thus becomes the interpretation followed throughout this work. 

It should be noted that object-orientation does not mean a well-defined direction that individuals              

mutually share, and unproblematically agree upon. Rather, heterogeneous voices are part of            

activities as people engage in them for different reasons, bringing their different backgrounds,             

roles, tasks and experiences into play (Virkkunen & Kuutti, 2000). Spinuzzi (2015b, p. 6)              

describes it in the following way:  

Activities are multiperspectival in that different people who are involved in the same activity tend               

to perceive different aspects of it and consequently tend to pulse the shared object in different                

ways, with different tempos, using different configurations of the resources. 

In terms of well-defined objects, knowledge work tends to be constituted of activities that make               

object formulation difficult (Spinuzzi, 2012). As noted by Leont’ev (1978), an object is             

something that is constructed, or as described later by Engeström (2001), a “moving target”.              

Furthermore, as activity systems typically can have a multiplicity of objects, a superordinate             

object generally constitutes the explicit purpose of the activity system along with other related              

subordinate objects (Williams & Hummelbrunner, 2010). Foot (2002), based a study of object             
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formation in a network of conflict monitors in the post-Soviet era, questioned the possibility to               

capture evolving objects empirically due to its “enacted yet always unfinished, simultaneously            

material and ideal” nature (Foot, 2002, p. 148). However, Foot concluded that one way to gain                

deeper (not necessary a complete and stable) understanding of the object is to focus on the                

following questions: “toward what is the collective activity oriented, and what is energizing it?”              

(Foot, 2002, p.148). According to Miettinen (2005), the co-construction of an object is shaped by               

various constraining factors that need to be managed. Factors highlighted are: the need that the               

activity aims to satisfy, means that are at hand, related activities and different people's              

involvement and motives. If changes occur in one of these factors, for instance the              

implementation of a new technology, the object may need to be redefined to meet the new                

constraints. 

Tool-mediation  

The concept of tool-mediation has been highlighted as a suitable lens for capturing the rapid               

technological advancement in society and organisations (Hasan & Banna, 2015; Karanasios,           

2018). It is used in this thesis to explore how enterprise social media, viewed as a set of                  

platforms, mediate work activities. As described previously, tools originates from Vygotsky’s           

theory of mediated action and is believed to have a fundamental impact on human behaviour and                

vice versa. Activities are shaped by the types of tools in place, as well of the social context                  

(Hasan & Banna, 2015). Leont’ev (1981 as quoted in Hasan & Banna, 2015) stressed that tools                

not only mediate objects, but also link people together. This is particularly true for tools like                

enterprise social media, where interaction between people is one of the primary use cases.  

As specific enterprise social media platforms are open-ended and develop organically with use,             

the dialectic relationship becomes highly relevant to their study. Yet few studies            

comprehensively capture the two-way aspect and discuss how digital tools are also shaped by              

human behaviour (Hasan et al., 2017). As stated by Hasan and Bannon (2015): 

Tools expand our potential to manipulate and transform objects, but also restrict what can be done                

because of the limitations of the tool, which, in turn, often stimulates improvements to the tool. 
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Researchers have attempted to categorise different types of mediating tools into groups, but as              

tools increase in complexity, it becomes difficult to fit them into well-defined categories. For              

instance, Hasan et al. (1998) divided tools into primary, secondary and tertiary types. Primary              

tools are material artefacts, machines and computers. Secondary tools represent language, ideas            

and models. Finally, tertiary tools are sociocultural, including cultural systems, contexts and            

communities. In terms of mediation, primary (material, tangible) tools influence the material            

object, whereas secondary (psychological) and tertiary (cultural) tools influence the psyche and            

behaviour of subjects (Hasan & Bannon, 2015). Applying these categories to enterprise social             

media, it is possible to see how the phenomena mixes aspects from all three types. Social media                 

are a physical tool in the sense that the platforms comprises of a range of interfaces and features.                  

As the platforms make it possible to exchange information quickly, create knowledge and             

develop a shared language, they can also be classified as a secondary tool. Finally, the tertiary                

aspect is also present, as platforms are dependent upon communities and people’s interaction             

which then creates cultural systems as well as behavioural norms and rules. The challenge of               

conceptualising social media in an activity system due to its hybrid form (e.g. tool-community)              

has recently been highlighted, and researchers have started to questioned how the technological             

development in general will challenge activity theory in new ways (Karanasios, 2018; Ruckriem,             

2009).  

In terms of studying enterprise social media, multiple-mediation is important as new emerging             

technologies join an already established set of tools. It has been highlighted that activities often               

involve more than one mediator, especially in complex work activities (Bædker & Andersen,             

2005; Engeström, 2006). Hence, it is important not to treat them in isolation, rather they form                

assemblages of mediational entities. Bædker and Andersen (2005) in their attempt to combine             

activity theory with semiotics, observed multiple aspects of mediation as part of (work) life, and               

recognised how mediation is fundamentally heterogeneous, dynamic and made up by webs of             

mediators. Thus, this thesis strives to move away from the study of a specific type of tool in                  

isolation, rather it attempts to portray the richer mediating nuances that are created when tools               

are interwoven into a larger already existing ecology. 
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Finally, the situated nature of tools is highlighted by activity theory, such as the influence of the                 

specific cultural-historical context and objectives (Spinuzzi, 2003). Thus, it is important that the             

analysis appreciate that all tools have a cultural history through which they have evolved (Hasan               

& Bannon, 2015). Consequently, this means that tools are cultural-historical representations,           

carrying meanings within a specific time and place. This perspective is relevant for this thesis as                

it reveals how well a certain tool fits into existing local practices and values; people understand                

technology differently and construct their own views on how technology facilitate or hinder their              

everyday work processes (Nardi & O’Day, 1999). 

 

Figure 3.5: Activity, actions and operations (adapted from Wilson, 2006) 

Actions and operations 

In this work, knowledge work is studied through different activities and in particular their related               

information sharing actions mediated by enterprise social media. Leont’ev (1978; 1981) divided            

activities into three hierarchical levels: (1) motives that generate activity, (2) goal-directed            

actions, and (3) conditions that determine operations (see Fig. 3.5). This hierarchy            

accommodates analysis of work across different levels of abstraction, as well as how these levels               

combine into the complete activity system (Benson et al., 2008). Hasan et al. (2017) points out                

how this can be used to ‘zoom in and out’ on activities, to capture people’s behaviour,                
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perspectives and meanings on different levels. According to Leont’ev (1981), human actions            

cannot be interpreted without considering the collective activity they are embedded in. 

Operations act on the lowest level, often considered to be automatic habits and routines, e.g.               

pressing the clutch pedal whilst changing gears when driving a car. They are linked to higher                

level actions, which are connected to individuals’ goals, personal knowledge and skills.            

Activities are enacted and redefined through “interlinked, tool-mediated actions by which actors            

collectively engage, enact, and pursue an evolving object” (Foot, 2001, p. 61). Actions and              

operations are concepts that are used in order to capture smaller, short-term processes (Kuutti,              

1996). Engeström (2008, p. 258) stresses the need to look at them with “a keen eye” to capture                  

the hidden contradictions, dilemmas and potential expansive transformations that are taken place            

on this level in everyday work. Hence, they provide context and meaning to what on the surface                 

might be seen as arbitrary individual events (Cole & Engeström, 1993).  

The collective activity is the highest level of the three, and centers around object-related motives               

(Engeström & Miettinen, 1999). Regardless of level, activity, actions and operations constantly            

change in dynamic patterns. The overall activity might be routinised in everyday work, and              

transformed into actions or operations. Likewise an operation can constitute an action or             

higher-level activity (Hasan et al., 2017). Since there is no general description of what              

constitutes an activity, action or operation; they are open for interpretation depending on the              

subject and object (Kuutti, 1996). In terms of studying information sharing, it has been suggested               

that the analysis of the three levels of activity, actions and operations is particularly useful to                

capture what people do with information, from the characteristics of information used in an              

activity, to the tools that mediate information behaviour, as well as how information is shared               

across different activity systems, and what factors might hinder it to disseminate effectively             

(Wilson, 2006; 2008).  

Contradiction and Congruency 

Finally, the two concepts of contradiction (Engeström, 1987) and congruency (Allen et al., 2013;              

Karanasios & Allen, 2014) within activity theory are of critical importance to this work. The               

introduction of new ICTs like enterprise social media is seldom a straightforward process; it can               
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be complicated and lead to unexpected resistance, avoidance or misuse (Hasu, 2000), as well as               

contribute towards innovative solutions at work. By identifying contradictions and congruencies           

it is possible to illuminate the positive and negative transformation caused by enterprise social              

media in the activity systems they are part of. 

Activities are unstable and disharmonious in their nature, and develop and change through             

contradictions (Engeström & Miettinen, 1999; Allen et al., 2011). According to Engeström            

(1993, p. 72) it is possible to capture this development by “tracing disruptions, troubles, and               

innovations at the level of concrete modes of the activity, both historical and current”. It should                

be noted that contradictions are sources for disruptions as well as innovation. Engeström (2005)              

compares it to a “virtual disturbance-and innovation-producing machine”. The two terms -            

disturbance and innovation - may seem conflicting, but are in fact represent both sides of the                

development of activities, a view that is adopted in this thesis. Similar ideas are outlined by                

Norros (1996, p. 160) when discussing disturbances:  

Disturbances have a double nature. On one hand, they are threats to the proper              

functioning of the system, and, on the other hand, they include the possibility to develop               

the system. 

Contradictions can manifest within different areas of activities, stretching from only involving            

parts of an activity, to spreading across networks of activities (Spinuzzi, 2012). According to              

Engeström (1987) there are four types of contradiction (summarised in Fig. 3.6). Primary             

contradictions emerge from the tension between the use value and the exchange value in              

capitalist society. They exist within one component of an activity system, e.g. within subject,              

tools, division of labour. Secondary contradictions occur between two components of the system,             

for instance between a subject and rules and norms. Tertiary contradictions emerge between the              

current activity and the development of a more advanced form of the activity. Finally, the               

quaternary contradictions occur between the central activity and adjacent activities. The           

identification and interpretation of contradictions opens up for analysis on how tensions in an              

activity have been managed in the past, as well as how these tensions can be handled in the                  

future (Blackler, 2009). 
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Figure 3.6: Four types of contradiction (adapted from Engeström, 2001): Primary contradiction 

within one component (1); secondary contradiction between components of an activity system 

(2); tertiary contradiction between different forms of an activity system; and quaternary 

contradiction between adjacent activity systems (4). 

In contrast, congruency indicates periods of balance, harmony and stabilization in an activity             

system (Allen et al., 2013; Karanasios & Allen, 2014). Together these concepts form a cyclic               

process of transformation where contradictions are solved by modifications in the activity, a             

development that leads to a temporary stable state. However, new contradictions occur over time              

that may or may not result in further changes. Thus, searching for contradiction and congruency               

may help to understand how enterprise social media are adopted, used and integrated into the               

workplace, as well as highlighting potential future innovations and improvements. 
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Limitations of activity theory 

As with any theory and framework, there are limitations and challenges that need to be               

highlighted. The following section will outline some of the relevant criticisms that have been              

identified by researchers. 

One challenge is that activity theory requires users to have in-deep knowledge about the              

activities and its elements under investigation, in order to conduct a fair and representative              

analysis. Consequently, researchers need to spend an extensive amount of time gathering detailed             

insights and understanding of the phenomena being studied (Ditsa, 2003). This is however not              

always possible given resource constraints, which makes it a challenging theory to apply in              

today’s academic climate, with limited resources and high expectations of timely research            

results. At the same time, due to the generality of activity theory (i.e. it can be applied to any                   

human activity at any level of scale, as well as from both an individual and collective                

perspective), it can struggle to say anything in depth regarding certain types of activities, and               

provides little obstacle to other theories being used in conjunction, which might a hint towards an                

issue in the level of abstraction being too high (Bakhurst, 2009). 

A further, and related, challenge commonly cited in academic literature is the unclear             

interpretation and application of the theory’s basic ideas and concepts. Complex terminology and             

poor translations of some of the key concepts, e.g. from German to Russian to English, as well as                  

different developments of the theory, have made activity theory lose some of its original              

meaning and power (Bedny & Karwowski, 2007; Kaptelinin, 2005). One example is how the              

concept of contradiction has been vaguely applied in studies without a clear definition (Bakhurst,              

2009; Engeström & Sannino, 2011). Another example is the lack of explicit consideration of              

communication within activities (Wells, 2002), where activity theory makes “rather unclear           

distinctions between the role of instrumental mediation and that of communicative mediation”            

(Bødker & Andersen, 2005). Also, scholars have given the object of an activity different              

meanings and understandings in their research (Kaptelinin, 2005). Furthermore, there is an            

ongoing debate on how to model different levels of activity, for instance how to conceptualise               
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activity and actions (Bedny & Karwowski, 2004). This set of unresolved ambiguities creates a              

complex landscape for the researcher to traverse when applying activity theory in their work. 

Finally, Toomela (2000; 2008) has also argued that they way activity theory is applied in the                

western context is detached from the original work of Vygotsky’s cultural-historical theory.            

Activity theory can be seen as being split into two different strands; the more philosophical               

Russian interpretation of activity, and the western empirical view of activity as part of networks               

of activity systems that help model organisational change (Bakhurst, 2009). Engeström and            

Sannino (2011) recognise the potential risk of activity theory diverging into these separate             

strands, with little dialogue and connection between them; one that focuses too much on the               

subject and its actions, and one that is concerned with the collective activity systems,              

organisations and its historical background. According to the authors, this would be highly             

unfortunate as this division is the same as early activity theorists set out to overcome in the first                  

place. 

The Honeycomb model 

As a complement to activity theory, this thesis adopts a second theoretical lens, the Honeycomb               

model (Kietzmann et al., 2011). This model is more closely related to the specific study of                

enterprise social media, and their relationship to other mediators, e.g. the use of multiple tools in                

activity systems. As outlined earlier in this chapter, activity theory contains a strong focus on               

mediating tools as fundamental in activities. However, the theory offers less support in zooming              

in on individual elements of the activity system for a more fine grain breakdown of a specific                 

node, such as tools in this case. Whilst this is not the purpose of activity theory, as the                  

framework prioritises a systemic and holistic approach to human behaviour, this study explores             

the possibility to combine it with a complementary model in order to deepen the analysis on                

enterprise social media and potential sources for contradiction and congruency. 

The Honeycomb model was developed by colleagues Jan Kietzmann, Kristopher Hermkens, Ian            

McCarthy and Bruno Silvestre at Simon Fraser University, Canada. The model was first             

published as a conceptual paper in Business Horizons in 2011, and has had a significant impact                
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on social media research as one of the most cited references. Inspiration for the model was taken                 

from a number of bloggers who had been writing and reflecting on social media online, and out                 

of this developed the idea of the Honeycomb model. With their model, the authors attempted to                

define social media through seven functional building blocks (see Fig. 3.7) which can be utilised               

individually or taken together in different configurations. The assumption was that social media             

platforms vary in their scope and functionalities (n.b. referred to as social features in this thesis)                

and the Honeycomb model was to help organisations better navigate in an increasingly complex              

social media landscape, and exploit them more effectively. Similarly, the model can be applied              

to interpretation of social media ecology, and to understand users and their interactions within a               

certain building block (Kietzmann et al., 2011). The seven building blocks are as follows: 

 

Figure 3.7: The building blocks of the Honeycomb model (Kietzmann et al., 2011). 

1. Identity represents the extent to which a social media platform publishes personal            

information, such as name, age, location, likes, thoughts and feelings 

2. Conversations represent the extent to which a social media platform allows users to             

communicate with each other, and what style of conversation is possible (e.g.            

synchronous versus asynchronous) 
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3. Sharing represents the extent to which social media platforms allow people to post,             

receive, and share content, as well as the links these actions can create between              

individuals 

4. Presence represents the extent to which users of a social media platform can determine              

that others are accessible or ‘online’ 

5. Relationships represent the extent to which a social media platform allows users to             

create and build relations to other users 

6. Reputation represents the degree to which a social media platform can explicitly model             

the reputation of a user, whether it is the reactions to their content, or karma acquired                

through positive participation 

7. Groups represent the extent to which a social media platform allows people to create              

open and closed communities 

Although enterprise social media tend to be grouped together as a collective term, the              

Honeycomb model enables a better understanding of what a particular platform could enable by              

considering the core activities they can support. For example, location-based social media            

platforms are very strong in the Presence block (they existed to disclose current location), but               

they may not be as strong for the Reputation block (as you already know the people you choose                  

to disclose your location to). On the other hand, larger social networking sites tend to be                

“masters-of-all” by including many features that enable different blocks from the model, but             

having much less specific focus in one particular block. Critically, the honeycomb model             

provides a useful instrument to understand social media collectively whilst appreciating their            

many differences. Kietzmann et al. (2012) published a follow-up paper where the opportunities             

and challenges with social media were discussed. One of the key challenges for researchers was               

the evolution of the social media ecology, and how to better understand the impact of new                

material features on users, whether they are individuals, groups or mass crowds. 

In this study, the Honeycomb model is applied in order to focus on the social features of a                  

specific enterprise social media platform, as well as in relation to other coexisting tools. The               

purpose is to examine whether or not there is competition amongst different mediating tools and               
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consequently determine if there is a need for enterprise social media. Whilst there is no guarantee                

that the identified building blocks will be realized in practice or generate specific behaviour (in a                

deterministic way), they nevertheless are useful as a starting point in order to look closer and                

help predict their potential opportunities (or redundancies). 

A possible limitation for the application of the Honeycomb model in this context is that the                

original conception was developed with a focus on external social media, e.g social media used               

for engaging with customer and partners of organisations. In this work, it has been used for the                 

analysis of enterprise social media, which potentially reduces the importance (or eliminates)            

some blocks and risks that relevant blocks for this context may be missing from the model. 

Summary 

The purpose of this chapter was to present activity theory as the theoretical foundation              

underpinning this thesis. The motivation for applying activity theory to the study of enterprise              

social media was its explicit focus their specific use in practice, conceptualised through the              

analysis of work activities and mediating tools in a sociocultural context. The chapter includes a               

brief outline of the historical developments of the theory, originating from the tradition of              

Russian cultural-historical psychology. The main focus was given to describing activity systems            

as the unit of analysis, and highlighted five key areas that are relevant to the work presented                 

throughout the remainder of this thesis: interrelated activity systems, object-orientation,          

tool-mediation, actions and operations, and contradictions and congruency. Limitations and          

challenges concerned with the theory were also identified, including: requirement for in-depth            

domain knowledge, generality of the theory, ambiguity surrounding concepts and terminology,           

and the branching of activity theory into diverging philosophical and empirical strands. The final              

part of the chapter provides a description of the Honeycomb model and how it can be combined                 

with activity theory, relevant to one of the studies of this thesis (see Chp. 6). The Honeycomb                 

model was introduced in order to zoom in on a set of mediating tools of an activity system and                   

their social features. In the next chapter, the methodology of the work undertaken will be               

presented in detail.  
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Chapter 4 

Methodology 
The purpose of this chapter is to present the methodology adopted to pursue the research aim and                 

questions that motivate this thesis. The first section describes the philosophical considerations            

underpinning this work in relation to activity theory and the sociocultural tradition. The next              

section provides the rationale for using a qualitative case to explore enterprise social media              

within project-based knowledge work. This is followed by a description and justification for the              

data collection methods, process and analysis that were adopted. Finally, the chapter concludes             

with the major ethical considerations as well as limitations. 

Philosophy of activity theory 

Activity theory has links to Marxism, both in its epistemological and ontological viewpoint             

(Adler, 2005). Marx opposed a view on reality as solely existing externally to humans or               

internally in the mind, and argued that the basis for gaining knowledge about reality would be                

from “practical engagement with it” (Adler, 2005, p. 404). Consequently, adopting an activity             

theory lens means that the human mind (consciousness) and activity (what people do) are              

connected into one holistic framework. This interrelationship between mind and activity has            

consequences for how researchers within this research tradition make sense of the world, and              

how they believe it is possible to gather knowledge about it. The following will outline the                

philosophical position of the undertaken research in terms of ontology and epistemology.  

Starting with ontology, (i.e. philosophical questions concerning what exists and what is real), this              

thesis adopts a non-dualist ontology in line with activity theory and the sociocultural tradition. A               

non-dualist ontology goes against the Cartesian separation between subject and object, between            

the individual and society, where the focus on human activity is the unit of analysis introduced to                 

overcome this divide (Lektorsky, 2009, p. 75). The basic idea is that the human mind is linked to                  

cultural, historical, and institutional settings (Wertsch, 1993), or human activities as in the words              
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of activity theory. From this approach, individual and society exists in a dialectic             

interrelationship, which means that people develop through participation in social and cultural            

activities, and via the use of mediating tools (Vygotsky, 1978). Engeström (2001, p. 134)              

summarised this as “the individual could no longer be understood without his or her cultural               

means; and the society could no longer be understood without the agency of individuals who use                

and produce artifacts”. Hence, from an activity theory perspective, explanations of reality can not              

be reduced to either individual or society. Instead, activity theory’s use of human activity as the                

unit of analysis operationalises this through the integration of individual and collective elements             

in one ecological and systemic whole (Engeström, 1987). Human activity is therefore believed to              

make up the fundamental form of human social life where the “subjective (psychological)             

phenomena are understood as related to human collaborative practices/activities and evolving in            

their midst” (Stetsenko, 2013, p. 10).  

Furthermore, activity theorists view the world as continually developing and evolving, caused by             

the dialectical contradictions between the different elements of the human activity system            

(Engeström, 1987). This means that the world is viewed as being in constant motion, where               

humans are changing and developing in relation to their surroundings (Roth et al., 2012). An               

important part in this development are the tools that humans innovate and use, which in turn                

change their human activities. As expressed in the words of Engeström (1987, no pagination),              

“the distinctive feature of human activity is that it is continuous creation of new instruments               

which in turn complicate and change qualitatively the very structure of the activity itself”. It is a                 

view on the world where humans and non-humans are interrelated and mutually integrated, and              

where “resources for doing and acting are distributed and redistributed among man, artifacts, and              

environment” (Miettinen, 1999, p. 171).  

Moving onto epistemology (i.e. philosophical questions concerning the nature of knowledge),           

part of activity theory and a wider sociocultural approach implies a view on knowledge as being                

situated in practices (Hislop et al., 2018). Within activity theory, practice is conceptualised and              

discussed in terms of activity systems (Engeström, 1993). Part of this approach is the recognition               

of people’s subjective meanings and motivating actions. Knowledge, or knowing (as the            
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preferred term by practice scholars discussed in Chp. 2), is nothing else than what people defines                

it to be in relation to their doings, situated in a specific practice (Gherardi, 2006). This approach                 

states that knowledge is constructed through continuous interaction of the individuals and the             

external world (Talja et al., 2005). It is a world that is “at once physically, socially and                 

subjectively constructed, and that living and acting in this world constitutes knowledge” (Jacob             

& Shaw, 1998, p.142). Within this interrelationship, both people and their practices are mutually              

developed in the process (Talja et al., 2005). Cook and Brown (1999) differ between an               

epistemology of practice in opposition to an epistemology of possession. The former meaning             

that knowledge is embedded in people's doings, rather than being something they possess. A              

view of knowledge as a possession is derived from a positivist philosophy and considers              

knowledge as an entity or object that represent facts detached from people and actions (Hislop et                

al., 2018). The objectivistic view implies that knowledge can easily be transferred from one              

person to another without a change in meaning (Hislop et al., 2018). Scholars have criticised this                

rationalistic idea of knowledge and argued that the constructed nature of knowledge is lost in this                

perspective. For instance, do Nascimento Souto (2013, p.55) define an epistemology of practice             

as one that: “interconnects multiple perspectives, connects knowledge and practice or doing,            

considers practice as the generative source of knowledge, and it defines knowledge as practical,              

and as constructive and situational”. Consequently, the practice perspective sheds light on the             

historical sociocultural context in which knowledge and meaning is created and allows for the              

exploration of the cultural, social and organisational contexts in which humans are part of (Talja,               

2005).  

In achieving the aim of studying the adoption, use and integration of enterprise social media in                

knowledge work, this perspective adopts the position that technology is socially and contextually             

tied to a specific setting, and can only be understood by taking that into consideration. A practice                 

based epistemology allows for a rich understanding of the studied phenomena close to “what              

matters” for people at work. This closeness to people and their work provides opportunities for a                

deep understanding of how and why enterprise social media are used, and the influencing              

contextual elements that are shaping this usage. 
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Qualitative workplace case study 

Inspired by research on social interaction and technology use in the workplace (e.g. Heath et al.,                

2000; Nardi & O’Day, 1999; Ybema et al., 2009), a longer qualitative case study was conducted                

between the end of 2012 and the beginning of 2014. The purposefully selected case was a                

medium-sized IT consultancy company in Scandinavia (introduced in more detail in Chp. 5) that              

made use of enterprise social media in the context of project-based knowledge work. The case               

study approach was considered suitable due to the exploratory nature of the research and the               

opportunity to study an information-rich case (Patton, 2002). This type of research is common              

within qualitative inquiry (Patton, 2002) and useful when the researcher is facing a contemporary              

complex social phenomena (Denscombe, 2010), such as enterprise social media. The strength of             

the case study approach is the holistic and in-depth nature of the study, allowing the capture of                 

subtle nuances in real life situations (Merriam, 2009). In particular, a case study is useful for                

recording interrelationships and social processes in a natural setting (Denscombe, 2010). Nardi            

and O’Day (1999) emphasise the importance of studying people’s use of technology in their              

everyday practices and to carefully consider (1999, p. 16): 

The hidden side effects of technology, people’s values and agendas as they deployed technology,              

the resources they brought to bear in getting their work done, the actual work practices that                

accomplished the goals of the work done, and the social interactions that affected work and               

technology use.  

Applied to the study of enterprise social media, a qualitative case study made it possible to                

capture these subtle nuances in everyday work, which would have not been detected as easily via                

other methods, such as an experiment or a survey (Denscombe, 2010). This meant paying              

attention to social interaction and technology use in day-to-day activities (Heath et al., 2000). To               

capture those detailed aspects, this type of research is preferably conducted in a naturalistic              

setting, such as the workplace. As expressed by Heath et al. (2000, p. 316): 

By turning attention to the details of work, and in particular the tacit, ‘seen but unnoticed’, social                 

and interactional resources on which participants rely in the practical accomplishment of            
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organizational activities, we can begin to (re)consider how particular tools and technologies might             

support, enhance even transform what people do and the ways in which they do it. 

The qualitative case study approach aligns with interpretative studies of information systems,            

“aimed at producing an understanding of the context of the information system, and the process               

whereby the information system influences and is influenced by the context” (Walsham 1993, p.              

4-5). To capture this rich context, qualitative research requires a close investigation of the setting               

and its activities, which often means spending an extended time on site to make sense of what is                  

going on (Stake, 2005). For the purpose of this study, real-life experience was seen as vital to                 

grasp the role social media played at work, not only focusing on technology in isolation, but                

capturing the wider context as well. 

Selecting the case 

The selected company was chosen as an information-rich case (Patton, 2002) of a modern              

knowledge-intensive company that had integrated a rich set of enterprise social media into the              

workplace. Purposeful sampling guided the choice of the case, based on the possibilities to learn               

and to gain in-depth understanding from a specific case, rather than for the intention to generalise                

(Patton, 2002). It is a useful technique that gives mandate to find a case that is judged to provide                   

insights into the research aim and questions (Saunders et al., 2009). For the purpose of the                

undertaken research, a number of criteria were constructed to guide and justify the selection of a                

suitable study setting (Denscombe, 2010). Firstly, it was important to find a company that was               

active within the domain of project-based knowledge work, where information and technology            

are significant aspects. In this regards, software development has been highlighted as a good              

example (Carlier, 2013). Secondly, as the research aimed to analyse how enterprise social media              

had been adopted, used and integrated into activities of project-based knowledge work, it was              

important to find a company that already had significant experience of these platforms. Thirdly,              

availability and access into the company had to be agreed upon, since the study was designed to                 

be a detailed case study of everyday work. Denscombe (2010) stresses how much research              

involves making decisions regarding convenience. In relation to this, Walford (2008) identified            

consequences of choosing a research site based on convenience; for instance, the selected setting              
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might not be ideal or informative for the intended project. However, Walford (2008) also notes               

that compromises are needed based on time frames, financial situations and locations.            

Ultimately, as pointed out by Saunders et al. (2009), no matter what, it all boils down to what is                   

practically possible with the given constraints. 

The initial setup of study and getting access 

It is recognised how research in natural settings requires negotiations in terms of research              

direction, methods and procedures, as well as gaining access and managing dissemination of             

results (de Laine, 2000). Peace (1993) defines this as a process of relationship building between               

people who have a shared interest in the work, but possess unequal status and power. In this                 

context, gatekeepers play key roles for relationship building (Walford, 2008). In terms of the              

undertaken research, initial entry into the company was gained through a network of personal              

connections. In general, access to research sites is challenging and “getting access should neither              

be underestimated nor overestimated” (Van der Waal, 2009, p. 29). As early insights into the               

studied setting are important to be able to make an informed decision about the appropriateness               

of the selected case (Ritchie et al., 2013), insider knowledge from personal connections was              

helpful in facilitating this assessment. An initial meeting was held with representatives of the              

company to discuss and agree upon the focus and design of the study, as well as the required                  

resources. During the meeting, it was confirmed that the preliminary research design would be              

presented for the employees who were working in the office site from where the study was going                 

to be conducted, as their perspectives, questions and thoughts were important to consider. From              

the beginning, it was clear that the company had an open and positive approach to supporting                

research and collaborating with universities; for instance MSc students regularly conducted their            

dissertation studies within the organisation. Hence, permission to spend a longer time in the              

company was welcomed and a genuine interest in the research area was conveyed. Key contacts               

facilitated the familiarisation processes and provided initial access to the company and its             

members, internal documentation and communication tools. A temporary workspace was also           

provided in the open-office area. All in all, this was helpful in developing an understanding of                
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the company, its history, rules and norms, as well as gaining trust and credibility amongst people                

(Patton, 2002). The details of this will be further elaborated on in the following section.  

Data collection methods 

A number of considerations were made in relation to the data collection of this research. The                

goal was to design a study that made it possible to gather comprehensive data through qualitative                

research methods. Characteristic of such methods is the priority given to participant’s voices and              

views, and the researcher’s immersion into the organisation to be able to capture those (Bryman,               

2005). To enhance the rigor of the study, the preferred data collection approach was one of                

multiple methods (Eisenhardt, 1989), which has been highlighted as particularly useful when            

aiming to create a holistic understanding of a phenomena using activity theory (Allen et al,               

2013). Multiple methods is significant for case study research and provides the possibility to              

triangulate data and ensuring trustworthiness in qualitative research (Yamagata-Lynch, 2010).          

The purpose of triangulation is to confirm that “the data are telling you what you think they are                  

telling you” (Saunders et al., 2009, p. 146), or to “clarify meaning” by using different               

perspectives (Stake, 2005, p. 454). In this work, it involved making use of semi-structured              

interviews, indirect participant observation, and company documentation. The three main data           

collection methods were used to minimize inadequacies and strengthen the analysis (Trauth &             

O’Connor, 1991); each of which provided valuable insights and added to the overall             

understanding of the studied phenomena. 

Semi-structured interviews 

For the purpose of this study, 24 employees across the company were interviewed to gather               

in-depth knowledge about enterprise social media and their use for information sharing in             

project-based knowledge work. Interviews are considered to be one of the most applied             

qualitative research methods from which it is possible to learn more about people’s personal              

values and views (Yin, 2003). Similarly, Legard and colleagues (2003, p. 138) suggest that              

personal accounts gathered through interviews are “having central importance in social research            

because of the power of language to illuminate meaning”.  
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In this case, the population was determined as the total set of employees working within the                

company. Appropriate participants were purposefully selected based on their expected          

knowledgeability for the study topic (Marshall, 1996; Patton, 2002), and had a mixture of work               

background, duration of employment, gender and roles. The range of different profiles was seen              

as valuable to gather a broad understanding on how social media supports work from different               

perspectives, roles and responsibilities. Overall, participants were involved in business processes           

such as: software development, IT-support, marketing and communication, sales, management,          

design, and research. However, it should be noted that no clear boundaries existed between              

people’s responsibilities as participants were involved in a range of areas. In addition to the               

purposeful sampling strategy, the approach taken was cumulative and the size of sample grew              

throughout the study until sufficient information had been accumulated for the purposes of the              

research (Denscombe, 2010).  

All interviews were conducted face-to-face across two different company sites, with one            

exception where video conferencing (including video and audio) was used because of the             

distance. Face-to-face interaction has been highlighted as critical as “a physical encounter is             

essential context for an interview which is flexible, interactive and generative, and in which              

meaning and language is explored in depth” (Legard et al., 2003, p. 142). Furthermore, one               

interview was conducted off-site as it was seen by the person as the most convenient option. The                 

interviews on site were conducted in meeting rooms at a date and time that were convenient, and                 

most often participants helped out with the practical arrangements. The majority of interviews             

were conducted in the participants native language, except on two occasions where individuals             

prefered English, as it was their first language. 

Interviews are often classified based on their level of structure (Rowley, 2012; Neyland, 2007).              

In this case, all the conducted interviews were semi-structured and open-ended, as it provided a               

good balance between flexibility and structure (Gillham, 2005). Typically, interviews allow for            

interaction where data is generated through a dialogue between the researcher and the participant              

(Legard et al., 2003, p. 138). The semi-structured form made it possible to cover central issues                

across participants, and conduct comparisons between people active in different types of work.             
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An interview guide was designed based on the initial reading of literature and aim of the research                 

(see Appendix B). The guide was constructed to cover both broad and more in-depth questions,               

beginning with the general ones to ease the participant into the interview process (Legard et al.,                

2003). It consisted of several themes, but remained open for emerging and interesting topics to               

develop through techniques such as probes (Saunders, et al., 2009). For instance, the interview              

guide covered themes such as: everyday work and business processes; information used in work              

and within and between specific business processes (e.g. dependencies on information use and             

sharing); general support of ICTs and especially on enterprise social media; perceptions of             

enterprise social media in both a professional and private context; and organisational culture and              

work relationships. It shall be noted that the interview questions were moderated and adjusted              

based on the focus of the interview and the role of the participant. For instance, the interview                 

with the founder of the company would include more questions related to the development of the                

company, ideas on leadership etc. than other interviews, and member of the smaller project study               

would include more questions specific to that topic. 

Commonly, semi-structured interviews generate a large amount of data that can be difficult to              

manage, however they do provide the space to discover interesting information that might not be               

anticipated (Neyland, 2007). For example, it was surprising how often Facebook was brought             

into the discussions about Yammer, as well as how little participants seemed to be concerned               

about the possible control and surveillance issues that Yammer might afford to management.             

One disadvantage with the semi-structured approach is that the researcher mostly decides what             

the prefered questions are, which might possibly contradict with the views of participants             

(Neyland, 2007). In order to overcome this bias, participants were encouraged to expand upon              

the aspects that they cared about, add other topics of interest, and provide longer anecdotes               

where they felt the need to. A further challenge with interviews is the “ambiguity of language”                

(Myers & Newman, 2007). This was encountered on several occasions during interviews as             

participants were confused about the scope of “social media” as a concept, and research term,               

e.g. which systems and applications counted as ‘social’ or not. In these situations, participants              
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were asked to reflect on how they would define social media (or which term they would prefer to                  

use) and which tools at work they would classify as being “social”.  

At the beginning of each interview, participants were informed about the research project. At this               

time, most employees already knew about the study, but this was an opportunity to provide               

further explanation and clarification. A consent form was also handed out for participants to              

carefully consider. The purpose was to make sure the participant felt safe, informed and              

confident about what was happening, and that a respectful working relationship could be             

established (Legard et al., 2003). All the interviews lasted within the range of 90 minutes to two                 

hours (including a small break in the middle), and were recorded and transcribed verbatim.              

Notetaking was limited during the interview in order to being able to focus on the unfolding                

dialogue and follow up questions (Alvesson, 2010). Researchers have argued that notetaking            

could obscure the form of data, and thus recommend audio recordings as a superior technique               

(Legard et al., 2003). However, it should be stressed that audio recording can be problematic and                

limit participants sense of being able to speak freely (Denscombe, 2010). Here, this was              

somewhat mitigated by maintaining a friendly and relaxed atmosphere during the interview, the             

subject’s familiarity with the research project and researcher, as well as the non-sensitive nature              

of the topic. Moreover, several participants offered additional follow-up interviews or informal            

chats if needed. In cases where questions remained and clarifications were needed, this was              

appreciated to ensure the interpretations were correct, and to overcome the challenge of potential              

misinterpretations and inaccurate data (Denscombe, 2010). Checking the credibility of the           

collected data and interpretations with participants is important to strengthen the validity, i.e. the              

“appropriateness of the tools, processes, and data” used in qualitative research (Leung, 2015). In              

general, participants were very generous in offering their time to provide both technical answers              

and personal reflections - covering a range of positive and negative perspectives. 

Interviews provided a good complement to observations; they not only helped reveal intentions,             

thoughts, feelings, but also opened up access to personal recollections and reflections of past              

events (Merriam, 2009). For example, observations captured the current use of social media,             

whilst interviews grasped the longer history of how and why social media were adopted prior to                
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the study. Furthermore, in the context of this form of knowledge work, much of people's               

activities were invisible (Riopelle, 2012) and conducted at people’s desks using different            

software systems. Hence, using interviews as a data collection method was a necessary means to               

gain a more comprehensive view on how social media, from the perspective of people, related to                

everyday work. 

Indirect participant observation  

In order to explore how enterprise social media were used in project-based knowledge work,              

indirect participant observation was chosen as an appropriate method for the study. Bryman             

(2005) identifies indirect participant observation as a form of observation where the researcher is              

present in the organisation, talks with people about their work, and participates in events, but               

does not have a formal work role, nor acting undercover (cf. full and covert participant               

observation). Used in combination with interviews, observations made it possible to capture not             

only what people were saying, but also what they were doing and where this was taking place in                  

the studied context. Woodside (2010) points out that the primary feature of observations is              

‘being there’, where the researcher is the main instrument (Merriam, 2009). Bryman (2005, p.              

118) describes it as a way to “peep behind the formal aspects of organizational settings and to                 

reveal a rich, and often deliberately concealed, underlife”. Hence, observation was employed in             

order to gain a deeper sense of the culture, people and their events, not necessarily visible from                 

initial impressions from the outside. Observation was conducted as part of the case study, with               

time spent on the location being two to three days per week, followed by a longer break for                  

summer holidays 2013. After September 2013, further visits were made, but not with the explicit               

purpose to make observations. 

One challenge with observations is that it is not clear what actually can be observed, and where                 

to look, as much of knowledge work is invisible, conducted digitally on the move, from people’s                

homes, or in alternative places (Riopelle, 2012). With this particular company, activities were             

fragmented and spread across the organisation; both in the physical offices, between projects and              

groups, and across a range of digital systems and information streams. Consequently,            

observations came to have a less structured and systematic character, and therefore can be seen               
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as a limitation to the study. Dirksen et al (2010) has noted the challenge of “studying practices in                  

and across local time and space, and of integrating face-to-face and digital modes of connection”               

(Dirksen et al, 2010, p. 1046). To overcome this challenge in future research engagement, it will                

be important to have a clearer research focus from start and a system in place for how to record                   

observations systematically. Here, when the data collection started, the aim and questions were             

still quite broad making it difficult to know what to exactly record and how to do this in the best                    

way.  

A further challenge with observations is that the presence of the researcher may influence              

people’s behaviour and make it artificial, often referred to as Hawthorne effect (Denscombe,             

2010). This shortcoming was managed by being in the company for an extended time period, and                

becoming more accepted amongst employees. However, once the unfamiliar transforms into           

normal and well-known practices, there is an immediate risk that the researcher may cease seeing               

what is there to see (Ybema & Kamsteed, 2009). To minimise this risk, the researcher did not                 

spend more than two or three days a week in the office, which helped to keep some distance.                  

Also, the work was in a specialist domain that the researcher had little knowledge of, making it                 

possible to maintain the outsider perspective. However, for some periods it was difficult to keep               

focus on observations and note takings as the setting became more informal and familiar.              

Therefore, this research draws mainly on the interview materials, with observations providing            

contextual background material. 

Face-to-face observation in the office site  

Because of the open office design, it was easy to take part in situations unfolding on a                 

day-by-day basis. Throughout the study, the researcher experienced a range of formal and             

informal interactions: from general everyday work activities in the office, scheduled meetings            

and a site visit with a client, to informal breakfast/lunch/coffee breaks, chatter around the desks               

and social events. Looking back, initial observations were more of a descriptive nature; a form of                

sense making process of the setting. For instance noticing where social interactions took place,              

identifying quiet areas, paying attention to how people talked to each other (e.g. everyday              

jargon) and shared information, how work was unfolding in the office, people’s different roles              
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and relations, how breaks were spent, how managers and employees treated each other and so on.                

This had less to do with social media adoption, use and integration as such but contributed to a                  

deeper understanding of the company, its culture, and what it meant to work there. As the study                 

progressed, and the knowledge about it increased, observations became more focused on            

enterprise social media. For instance, the researcher became more attuned to conversations            

relating to social media (whenever they occurred naturally), how these conversations seemed to             

link to work and other systems, as well as people’s perceptions and opinions of different               

systems. Delbridge and Kirkpatrick (1994 in Saunders et al., 2009) names this type of notes as                

‘primary observations’.  

Access to online communication tools  

Apart from face-to-face observations, the researcher also had access to online communication            

tools in which observations could be made (see Study of a six month agile software development                

project below). The researcher was trusted with a company email account, access to the local               

intranet, enterprise social media platforms (wiki, forum, and Yammer), which made it possible to              

notice activities and interactions within the different systems. Compared with face-to-face           

observations, online presence was kept to a low-profile where the researcher did not interfere              

much. However, access to these platforms helped develop an understanding of how work was              

organised, how information was shared, how the different systems were used, their specific             

features, how interactions took place, and which tone and etiquette was adopted. Furthermore,             

within the company’s time management system, an activity was created - Emma research - so               

that employees could report involvement in the research in the same way that they would for                

projects in their everyday work. On reflection, this integration had a strong influence on the               

ability to become a recognised member of the setting, as the received treatment was similar to                

that of a new employee joining the company and being introduced to the various communication               

tools. 

Enculturation 

Despite a very friendly and open atmosphere in the company, the familiarisation process within              

the study setting was not without difficulties. Whilst these were challenging at the time of the                
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study, they represent valuable experiences for future research. Walford (2008) highlights this            

process of enculturation with the question: “What makes someone an insider or an outsider?”  

Throughout the research process, it was clear that building trust and creating relationships             

required time and effort. The early periods spent in the company were demanding in many ways;                

both somewhat frightening and laborious. Van der Waal (2009) articulates how this initially             

unfolding process of “real” fieldwork might be challenging because of the lack of local              

knowledge and the uncertainty of what to look for. Ybema and Kamsteed (2009, p. 106)               

highlight that “confusion, estrangement, loneliness, wonder, annoyance, and any other distancing           

emotion experiences during the fieldwork, while hardly joyful, can be vital sources of inspiration              

for a researcher”. Since the undertaken research did not involve active participation in any              

projects or tasks, it was difficult to find “natural” arenas for interaction and engagement with               

employees in the beginning. It was easy to become impatient, and sometimes the office was left                

with a strange mix of emotions of feeling alone and confused over the role in the setting. After a                   

while, it became clear that the code of the community was still to be unlocked.  

In order to ease into the community, focus was directed toward the values and beliefs within the                 

group, the way people were thinking, feeling and acting, and which topics were determined to be                

important. As a strategy, careful attention was given to where social interactions happened in              

order to take part in these activities. Examples of social activities could be: daily communal               

breakfast, coffee in the afternoon and eating lunch out, monthly meetings with attached social              

activities, and annual Christmas parties. Looking back, this was successful, and through            

participating in social activities, it became easier to become more familiar with the culture within               

the company and its members. 

As mentioned, social events were valuable in order to become more of an insider. For that                

reason, the following part will reflect on two important event for such purposes; “lucky breaks”               

as called by Moeran (2009). The first event related to fasting. Quite early, it was clear that a                  

healthy lifestyle, training (a lot of employees went to the gym together during work time), food                

and race challenges etc. were important elements of this culture. For instance, employees had              

expressed how they had become more fit and healthy since they started working within the               
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company. During mid January 2013, one of the employees came with the idea about fasting. The                

employee had tried it the year before and wanted to repeat it. The researcher was convinced to                 

take part, and in total there were three participating persons. The fasting consisted of only liquid                

food for 10 days. Of course, the fasting project generated a lot of interest in the office. People                  

were discussing the challenge during breakfast and lunch and were genuinely curious, making it              

an effective icebreaker. People got curious and started to ask questions such as: How are you?                

Why do you do this? Have you tried it before? Have you lost weight? Do you feel any                  

difference? Evaluating the participation in the fasting, it was clear that despite being an awful               

torture health-wise, it was an excellent method for bonding with people around a shared activity.  

Another example that impacted the familiarisation process was the office Christmas party. As             

stressed before, the company was very welcoming to students and researchers, all of whom were               

invited to participate in social events (this could be interpreted as formally being part of the                

group). During the party, the level of social interaction with employees increased, as people were               

making jokes and laughing in a very natural and relaxed way. In this atmosphere, it was possible                 

to note how employees expressed their curiosity about the research project and the researcher in               

a much more natural way compared to the office environment. In particular, time spent with two                

employees that had worked within the company since its early days was quite valuable. It               

became obvious that they were internal gatekeepers and well connected. After the Christmas             

party, social interaction with employees became much easier and formal barriers were lowered as              

there was a common, social event to draw anecdotes from. 

One of the key advantages with studies in natural settings is the researcher’s possibility to               

immerse, i.e. go in-depth, pick up details, and catch the complexity of everyday life close at                

hand. However, this methodological strength also comes with a downside. Once the unfamiliar             

transforms into normal and well-known practices, there is an immediate risk that the researcher              

stop seeing what is there to see (Ybema & Kamsteed, 2009). In some ways this was experienced                 

during the long period of the study and must be regarded as a limitation. During times of “being                  

lost” and “losing sight” of what was going on, observations became peripheral and the research               

focus less central. It was easy to get caught up in the culture, friendly environment and the                 
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activities that were taken place in the office once they had become familiar. At those times, the                 

researcher was present in the setting, but without actively focusing on what was happening. On               

reflection, it is clear how draining in situ studies can become over time, as the researcher is the                  

main instrument who must make use of all senses in the fieldwork. A high level of consciousness                 

is also extremely important to maintain throughout the whole research process. In conclusion, the              

study has generated invaluable experiences in terms of conducting observations in a natural             

setting, and brought attention to some of the key challenges and issues that can be improved                

upon in future studies.  

Company documentation 

Documentary secondary data is often used in case study research to support triangulation of              

multiple sources (Saunders et al., 2009). In workplaces, a range of documents are produced and               

consumed which can be useful sources of information (Ahmed, 2010). However, it is important              

to keep in mind that they are created for other purposes than the undertaken research, situated in                 

a specific context, and from the producer’s subjective perspective (Denscombe, 2010). In this             

study, company documentation provided opportunities to learn more about the particular setting            

and the type of work conducted. Of interest was documents that provided context specific              

knowledge (Van der Waal, 2009) and contained information about the company’s core values,             

history and vision, and processes. The researcher was granted access to a range of sources and                

amongst the material collected were business process maps, powerpoint presentations, the           

employee handbook, brochures, information from the company’s public communication         

channels, email-conversations, meeting minutes and newsletters. Saunders et al. (2009) notes           

that not all secondary sources might be relevant for a more detailed examination, upon which it                

is necessary to evaluate the sources gathered. This was also the case for the undertaken research,                

as much of material gathered was not directly relevant for aim and research questions but for                

creating a wider understanding of the context. The documents that were analysed in more detail,               

enterprise social media posts and pages, are further presented in the section on the “Study of a                 

six month agile software development project” that follows. The remainder of the documents             

were not systematically analysed, but instead they acted as useful background information to             
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enrich the understanding of the case. It should be noted that all the material was treated with                 

caution as much of it was produced for internal use only. 

Data analysis 

Data collection and analysis is an ongoing process in qualitative research directed towards             

making meaning (Merriam, 2009). During the course of the study, a large amount of data was                

generated: interview scripts, notes, and company documents. In order to trim the data to a               

manageable information base, Miles and Huberman’s (1994) advice on data reduction was            

applied. This meant that the data set was further organised, irrelevant parts of it discarded, as                

well as summarised when appropriate. Moreover, qualitative data analysis software was used as             

a means to structure the material, and to facilitate the analysis and interpretation.  

The first step of the data analysis was to add codes to segments of data. This is a process of                    

developing conceptual categories from the raw data (Miles & Huberman, 1994). Codes can be              

understood as “tags or labels for assigning units of meaning to the descriptive or inferential               

information compiled during a study” (Miles & Huberman, 1994, p. 56). In this study, the               

process of applying codes had elements from both a deductive and inductive approach.             

Following Miles and Huberman (1994), a set of “start codes” were developed based on the               

research aim and the conceptual framework (i.e. activity theory) to provide a basic structure.              

Hence, Engeström’s (1987) activity system and its consisting components were used as a starting              

point. Applying activity theory informed codes was useful to comprehend complex real world             

data into a structured and meaningful way (Yamagata-Lynch, 2010). In addition, activity theory             

literature was consulted in order to gather guidance on how to employ the framework. For               

instance, Yamagata-Lynch’s (2010) analytical questions were useful in enriching the activity           

systems analysis: 

● What are the key activities that are in the data set? 

● What is the setting in which these activities are situated? 

● Who are the subjects of these activities? 

● What is the shared object of these activities? 
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● Do subjects participating in the same activity view the activity and the object differently?              

If so, why? 

● What tools, rules community, and division of labour are involved in these activities? 

● What systemic contradictions are bringing tensions in these activities? 

● What are the outcomes of these activities? 

● How does one activity interact with another?  

A limitation of this study is that activity theory did not shape the early formulations of the                 

research aim and question, and subsequently did not influence the interview guide design.             

Rather, it was applied as a theoretical lens later into the research process. This is in contrast with                  

other studies that integrate activity theory early into the process, allowing it to frame the research                

design (Karanasios & Allen, 2014). Despite the later application of activity theory, much of the               

interview questions covered aspects that an activity theory lens emphasises, such as the use of               

technology in day to day work, company culture, values and norms etc. Given the experience and                

outcome of applying activity theory to the analysis of enterprise social media, future work would               

ideally use it as the frame for the research design. 

As all parts of the data could not neatly be “placed” into the initial codes, open coding (Corbin &                   

Strauss, 2008) was also used as part of the data analysis as more of an emerging form of coding.                   

This implied a process of identifying codes inductively as the researcher engaged with the data.               

Codes developed for one data set were then compared to other data sets. Throughout these steps,                

codes were refined and rearranged. This was an iterative process of going back and forth in the                 

data to identify patterns and explanations related to activity systems (Miles and Huberman,             

1994). At this stage, activity systems were further delineated, which also involved decisions             

about appropriate levels of granularity. According to Vakkayil (2010), the concept of activity             

systems provides flexibility in terms of the level of analysis, e.g. an entire organisation can be                

viewed as an activity system, or further broken down into smaller units, such as into               

intra-organisational units or at the project level. As an outcome of the analysis in this work,                

enterprise social media were conceptualised in activity systems on different levels: as a single              

project (see Chp. 6), and also within and between activity systems (see Chp. 7). 

89 



 

Study of a six month agile software development project  

In order to analyse the adoption, use and integration of enterprise social media in project-based               

knowledge work, a single project was considered to be an appropriate area to focus on. As                

described in Chp. 2, knowledge work is frequently project-based, and hence relevant for the              

purpose of this research. A software development project was chosen after consulting with a              

production manager, based on the following criteria: suitable time frame, scale and scope of the               

project, and willingness of the project manager to take part. A project manager was found who                

had agreed to support the research and duly informed the project team and client - all of whom                  

gave their verbal consent. The software development project began in early 2013 and ended in               

the summer of the same year. One potential ethical issue arising here is whether consent might                

have been manufactured by the project manager, rather than coming from the individual’s free              

choice. However, the culture of the company was oriented to support university research, so this               

was not considered to be a particular problem in this case.  

The purpose of the project was to design and connect a software solution on the client’s intranet                 

to improve its information service for internal users. The project team was small and consisted of                

approximately 10 individuals. The reason why a specific number cannot be provided is that              

many employees worked on several projects at the same time. Data was collected from the               

following sources: two project-specific interviews with the project manager and their successor;            

two general interviews with developers from the team; and in-direct participant observation of             

the project Yammer group, project-related tools, meetings with clients, informal interaction in            

the office, and project documentation. A workshop at the client’s site was also attended to gain                

further insights about the project and how the team worked. The interviews conducted during the               

six month study followed the same model as previously described (see semi-structured            

interviews and data analysis above). 

The researcher was added to the Yammer project group by the project manager and made visible                

to the rest of the members. The group consisted of previous messages posted in connection to                

another project with the same client, as well as the current project. In order to learn more about                  

the content shared in Yammer, posts were extracted from the platform and stored in a local file                 
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on a secure computer. As a result, a total of 65 original posts were gathered and manually                 

analysed using a qualitative approach. First, the meta-data from the posts was extracted: post              

identifier, post date, number of comments, and reactions (e.g. likes, tags, and so on). Second, the                

role of the post author was identified from the project members. Third, open coding was used to                 

identify the type of post (e.g. asking a question) as well as the purpose (e.g. enquiring about the                  

status of a technical issue). Each of the Yammer posts was read and labelled with a type, based                  

on the majority of the content (if there was the option for multiple types in a single post). Table                   

4.1 below provides a list of the code types used, as well as some selected examples. Finally, the                  

analysis was tabulated using a spreadsheet and a summary was derived that consisted of the               

number of posts, number of interactions per post type and number of posts per week. 

Table 4.1: A list of codes and examples used in the analysis of the Yammer Group 

Question Do we know something about how [the client] introduced [name of           
solution]? I understood that it was about a year ago. Do we know if              
they were thinking before they started or if they thought it would be             
alright over time? 

Informing Now I think I've got everything in the requirements file in the            
Sugersync folder. Me and [name of another project member] will go           
through that tomorrow to see that everything is correct. Then you may            
want to throw a goat and see if we have missed something important 

Progress report [Name of the technical component] is almost complete. I’m currently          
recording data from the last source [...] All in all, I think [client’s             
software solution] - so far - has been very easy to work with from a               
back-end perspective. Very good API to get documents from and so           
on! 

Linking resources Screenshots on all different types now available in Sugersync 

Feedback Good work with the report everyone, I’ll send it to them in a few 
moments, Next week, the work starts :-) 

Delegation [Name of three people tagged] When you have the full test setup 
running, contact the relevant people (look in contacts at wiki) and ask 
them to send 100 000 documents or so. I think we already should have 
20 000 REX  

Humour All of us who like [name of technical component] clap now 
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Ethical considerations and credibility  

Ethical considerations emerge and unfold as research progresses; sometimes issues can be            

predicted and planned for, other times they are unexpected and need to be managed in a specific                 

situation and context (Wiles, 2012). This section will describe a number of steps that were taken                

to manage ethical issues in this work, in terms of transparency, informed consent and credibility.  

Transparency  

One important part of the data collection was to make sure the research was transparent from the                 

outset. In the beginning of the project, two introductory emails were sent out to the whole                

company; both from the director of research representing the company and the involved             

researcher. These emails contained information about the intended research, the aim and scope of              

the project as well as an invitation for people to get in contact if they wanted to know more or                    

had any questions. Information about the study was also presented at one of the monthly               

meetings at the local company site, where the investigation was mainly conducted. It provided an               

opportunity for participants to ask questions, receive additional information, or opt out of the              

study if desired. It should be noted that the study setting is a company that is highly open to                   

research activities and familiar with university collaboration. This was evidenced by the            

continuous presence of final year and Master’s students conducting their projects within the             

company.  

Informed consent 

For all the interviews, participants had the opportunity to give informed consent (see Appendix              

A). This means providing a transparent description about the research project and what             

participation in the project might entail. Importantly, it also involves the decision of whether to               

take part, or not (Saunders, 2009). Wiles (2013) adds, it is one of the fundamental principles of                 

underpinning ethical research and good practice.  

92 

 

Before conducting the interviews, participants were contacted via an email that briefly described             

the aim of the study and an invitation to take part if they could find the time. In some cases,                    

participants requested information about the overall themes of the interview. It was also             

communicated that the interview might be recorded if they agreed. In the beginning of each               

interview, the purpose, scope and procedure of the undertaken research was explained verbally             

as an introduction. To make sure each participant had understood the information and process,              

they were also given a written consent form to read at their own pace (except the interview                 

conducted over Skype). The consent form also contained contact details of the researcher and the               

related university. The written consent form contained information about data protection and            

usage, confidentiality aspects, and the potential dissemination of research results. Participants           

were also informed that they had the choice to not participate or withdraw from the study at any                  

point in the process without explanation. No participants took this option.  

The consent form also contained information about confidentiality. In the undertaken research,            

participants’ personal information was considered confidential. The only people who had access            

to the data were the researcher and their supervisors. The collected data was kept in a secure                 

place and the data was only intended to be used for academic activities (e.g. presentation of                

thesis and publication of articles). All quotes in the study have been anonymised. Finally,              

participants were offered the possibility to contact the researcher if they had further questions or               

concerns, or wanted to read and review their transcripts for accuracy.  

Credibility 

Whilst defining validity is an open debate in qualitative research (Creswell & Miller, 2000),              

commonly recurring characteristics generally include credibility, integrity, authenticity and         

criticality Whittemore et al. (2001). Denscombe (2010, p. 299) stresses the importance of the              

researcher to be able to “demonstrate that their data are accurate and appropriate”, based on               

criteria that suits the qualitative research tradition. Whittemore et al., (2001) provide a list of               

techniques that help ensure credibility within qualitative research, organised by design           

consideration, data generating, analytic and presentation techniques. In the context of the work             

presented in this thesis, the following techniques were adopted to ensure credibility. 
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First, in terms of design consideration, it is believed that the study design was suitable, both in                 

terms of the identified research questions, as well as the sampling strategy underpinning the data               

collection. This study also applied triangulation of data sources to strengthen the findings, which              

is a crucial aspect to achieve credibility in qualitative research studies. 

Second, in terms of data generating, this thesis has aimed for clarity in articulating the arguments                

that formed the decisions to apply specific data collection methods. By reflecting on both              

strengths and weaknesses related to the employed methods, it was possible to critically discuss              

the appropriateness of the methods. Consequently this transparency of process may be of benefit              

to other researchers in appraising the work or drawing inspiration from it. A further strength in                

data generating is the use of verbatim transcriptions, which minimises the risk of obscured or               

incorrect data. Despite being a time consuming process, this was important to make sure              

participants own sayings were captured. 

Third, in terms of analytic concerns, a number of techniques were employed in this work. Similar                

to the description of the data gathering process, the data analysis was presented in a detailed                

manner allowing the reader to follow the taken steps. Also, member checking was used, such that                

participants could check the validity and interpretation of the data when uncertainty existed. The              

analysis was also supported by computer software to facilitate the process of organising and              

analysing the gathered data.  

Finally, in terms of presentation of findings, credibility was managed through evidence of             

interpretations and thick descriptions that reflected participants’ voices. This is particularly           

important in qualitative research, as grounded data adds to the credibility of the conclusion and               

how it was derived (Denscombe, 2010). For situations with a limited number of data,              

transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) of findings become relevant, i.e “to what extent are the               

findings likely to exist in other instances” (Denscombe, 2010. P. 301). The level of              

transferability can be ascertained when there is a clear description of the methodology, findings              

and interpretation, making it possible to evaluate the applicability of the study in another context.               

With this in mind, the thesis has strived to reach this level of transparency throughout the entire                 

process. 
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Methodological limitations 

In spite of best efforts, the methodology presented within this chapter is subject to some key                

limitations that are important to highlight in terms of how they might have affected the quality of                 

the findings. First and foremost the case study approach and limited sample size mean that the                

findings of the thesis are not easily generalised beyond the case. Despite striving for rigour and                

attention to detail in the research process, qualitative research consists of a large degree of               

subjective interpretations and potential sources of bias, which could be seen as a limitation in               

order to draw wider conclusions (Denscombe, 2010). Hence, further studies will be required to              

validate the findings.  

Another challenge with the case study approach is the definition and boundaries of the case,               

which could be disputed (Denscombe, 2010). In this research, an IT consultancy company             

carrying out project-based knowledge work in Scandinavia was selected as a suitable study             

setting. Whilst many of the features of the selected company align with the broad definitions and                

attributes of knowledge work highlighted in the literature review, it is important to note the lack                

of a clear definition of knowledge work, making transferability of findings ambiguous. In order              

to overcome this challenge, it was vital to provide a detailed contextual account of the case,                

which would help to make judgments regarding similarities and difference across other cases             

possible. 

Furthermore, in terms of the multiple methods approach, there was a bias towards the interview               

data as being the most important and informative. Whilst there are clear benefits from this data                

collection method, one pressing challenge is the impact of the researcher upon the outcome. For               

instance, interviews are prone to the ‘interviewer effect’, which means that participants prefer to              

present an image of themselves that might diverge from their actual behaviour. Their answers are               

also likely to be shaped by the researcher and their role and identity (Denscombe, 2010). To                

mitigate this, researchers must be self-reflective with respect to their influence that could have              

emerged over time and affected the interpretation of the findings. In future work, a research               
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diary/log will be adopted to comprehensively and systematically gather thoughts and reflections            

of the role of the researcher and their influences.  

In addition, the two other data collection methods also contained limitations that need to be               

recognised. Both documentation and indirect participant observation played important roles in           

familiarising the researcher with the environment and the cultural norms. Clear context shifts,             

such as going from working at a computer to sitting in a meeting, are one thing that is easily                   

observed, however due to the nature of software development, it was difficult to passively              

observe and determine what participants were actually doing (Dirksen et al., 2010; Riopelle,             

2012). This also holds true for activity on enterprise social media, where all interaction take               

place online. An alternative suggestion for future work would be to use digital activity tracking,               

e.g. which applications are in focus, or a Think/Talk Aloud Protocol, where participants vocalise              

what they are doing (Lewis, 1982). Furthermore, documentation played a less important role in              

the company in terms of traditional forms of documentation in software development            

(requirements specification, design documentation, and progress reports). As the agile          

methodology was followed, there was less emphasis on formal documentation and more focus on              

informal interaction and meetings, which was difficult to capture.  
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Chapter 5 

NordServ: A contextual account 
This chapter presents the organisational context in which the study was conducted - a              

project-based company (hereafter named NordServ) carrying out knowledge work within a           

Scandinavian country. To analyse the adoption, use and integration of enterprise social media in              

this setting, it is important to grasp the wider sociocultural context in which these platforms are                

used. Consequently, this chapter will expand on aspects such as the company culture, leadership              

philosophy, structure and working practices of NordServ. NordServ is an example of a company              

that undertakes knowledge work as described in Chp. 2. It is characterised by teams who               

collaborate on shared projects for clients. The sharing of information, experiences and best             

practices is prevalent within the company, as projects carry the risk of becoming silos with little                

communication beyond their boundaries. The purpose of the following sections is to provide a              

contextual overview that lays the foundations for the findings presented in Chp. 6 and 7. The                

company is described via the activity theory framework and its core elements are covered:              

subject and wider community, rules and norms, division of labour as well as tools. The chapter is                 

structured as follows: first, the wider community of NordServ with its members will be              

described; next the division of labour will be outlined in order to illustrate how work was                

structured; thereafter the rules and norms influencing behaviour; and finally, the workplace tools             

including enterprise social media will be listed and described in brief terms. 

The company: Nordserv 

Founded in the late 2000’s, NordServ is a young, medium-sized company with around 100              

employees geographically distributed across five offices in Scandinavia, Europe and Australia (at            

the time of the study). The company operates within IT consultancy in areas such as software                

development, service provision, user experience design, and information management.         

NordServ’s business revolves around developing software solutions for intranets and          
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e-Commerce, as well as providing consulting on information management issues in           

organisations. In short, NordServ focuses on the management of information in different forms             

and contexts, and the development of business critical solutions for such purposes. The vision of               

the company was to lead the market within this area across the globe. 

Employees who have been working for NordServ since it was founded remember how the              

company, was initially structured around one small office, located in a large Scandinavian city,              

where 10-12 people worked closely together. Employees consisted of an intimate group who             

knew each other well and shared a lot of social activities: “At that time, we had an extremely                  

tight knit culture within the company. Everybody knew each other, and we had parties and were                

friends outside work” (P.A). Over time, as the business developed and expanded, more offices              

were established. With expansion, challenges arose related to difficulties in knowing what was             

going on across the company, e.g. concerning people’s expertise and skills as well as what they                

were working on. One employee expressed this as follows: “It’s hard to know who does what                

within [NordServ] and what the different roles are. It’s grown so much in such a short time”                 

(P.J). This was confirmed by another participant: “You have many hats and many roles” (P.S).               

Despite the increase in size, explicit attempts were made to preserve the open and social culture                

that had characterised the early days of the company. 

Employees within NordServ 

Employees within NordServ (the subject in activity theoretical terms) formed a relatively close             

and homogeneous group. In the interviews, the open and social atmosphere in the company was               

praised, and employees spent time together outside work as expressed by one of them: “People               

are from similar backgrounds. Many of us studied together and we knew each other previously as                

friends” (P.P). Another employee described it as a “buddy culture”. One participant even went so               

far in their description of the culture such that it was compared with a sect: “It's a sectarian                  

organisation. Employees often do things privately together. Going to India, ten people.” (P.U).             

There were some concerns voiced in the interviews that comradery could potentially hinder             

people from speaking up and thinking differently, but overall employees were very satisfied with              

the sociable atmosphere. The majority of the workforce in NordServ were male, and had a               
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background in Computer Science. Employees were highly talented with skills related to software             

engineering and similar fields, and it was highlighted how individuals were not shy in              

demonstrating their competence, and perhaps not always being open in accommodating other            

people’s views: “People are very good at promoting their own skills, taking a lot of space and                 

they may not always listen” (P.G). Hence, in this context, it was important to be seen as good at                   

what you were doing. One employee stressed how it was acceptable to ask questions, but it was                 

also very important to be seen as knowledgeable. For many, NordServ was their first graduate               

position and there was an ongoing collaboration with universities, from which a range of              

employees were recruited: “I found my way here because of my master thesis that I did. That’s                 

how it started” (P.M). Many employees were young, enthusiastic and entrepreneurial, and            

sometimes in the interviews, this was highlighted as a certain naivety in situations, resulting from               

the inexperience. From the interviews, it was also clear that employees were proud to be part of                 

NordServ and they promoted the company and its activities on personal platforms such as              

Facebook. 

Division of labour within NordServ 

The division of labour according to activity theory concerns how work is arranged and how               

people’s actions are structured. It also relates to management and power structures, and to the               

extent to which work is collaborative and tasks are shared amongst members (e.g. Wilson, 2008).               

Within NordServ, the division of labour was difficult to discern due to the decentralised and fluid                

structure of the company. Projects functioned as the primary way of organising work, however,              

the company was also split into different business processes. Power structures within NordServ             

were decentralised, where employees self-manage and were trusted to find out how to best              

approach a situation or solve a problem based on their competence and experience. 

Business processes and projects 

NordServ was structured around a number of business processes, rather than being divided into              

functional units. The idea behind process orientation was to define the number of overall tasks to                

be undertaken within a particular process, thus framing projects within the different offices. For              
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the purpose of this study, the main business processes of interest relate to operational work               

within Sales and Production. It was within these two processes that much of the company’s value                

was created. Production can be broken down into parts: (1) Software Development, which             

involves a variety of development tasks related to producing software solutions, and (2)             

Production Management, which focuses on the management of resources and planning linked to             

the development of software in projects. Underpinning these, there were various support business             

processes, such as ‘IT and Business Services’, ‘Finance and Administration’, and ‘Talent            

Management’ amongst others. Nordserv re-engineers its business processes regularly which          

creates a relatively dynamic company structure. 

Projects cut across the company’s business processes and are sometimes managed over different             

offices. Within NordServ, work was divided into multiple projects that ran parallel with differing              

scales and purposes, and employees were usually involved in more than one project. In general,               

sales representatives focused on bringing in new business to the company and managing             

relationships with current and potential clients, as well as monitoring ongoing project activities.             

Employees working in Software Development took on different roles depending upon the            

required tasks. In general, projects often involved a project manager, a technology leader and              

developers. These roles were not always clear, and employees could adopt several roles in a               

project if needed.  

The project manager works closely with Production Management and was responsible for the             

administrative work, such as scheduling and resource management in projects. The project            

manager also manages the overall communication with the project team and clients, as well as               

dealing with political issues that need to be solved. The technology leader was responsible for               

the overall software solution in a project, and oversaw the technical components that were used               

in the work. Finally, developers were employees who built the technical solutions and were              

involved in tasks such as requirements analysis, system design, implementation, documentation,           

and deployment. Production Management was dedicated to overseeing and managing the use of             

resources within projects and different offices. It was closely connected to Information            

Management and User Experience Design experts, which were essential for producing a quality             
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software solution. The two business processes of Production and Sales often overlap, where             

some developers would be involved in Sales (e.g. pre-sales) and participate in meetings with              

clients. Some developers would also have a stronger focus on project management, whereas             

others worked mainly with programming. The multiple roles and tasks of employees resulted in              

frequent “context-switches” (P.C) during a typical day. 

Self-management 

Within NordServ, power was decentralised and shared amongst employees. The leadership style            

was guided by a minimal top-down management structure, where the founders adopted coaching             

roles rather than applying traditional top-down, command and control. One of the founders             

expressed the thinking behind this: “For me, this is very much letting go of the traditional things                 

you have in organisations in terms of control and rules” (P.Q). Instead, employees were given               

freedom to act autonomously and make their own decisions. Self-management also meant            

flexibility regarding planning of work as well as its implementation. This was a consequence of               

deliberately recruiting employees who were knowledgeable and capable of making appropriate           

decisions and managing themselves: 

You need to give each individual freedom, and have confidence in that they, most of the time,                 

will make the right decisions. This is one of the foundational principles that we’ve tried within the                 

company. The consequence is that a lot of things are happening. You don’t wait for someone else                 

to make the decision. (P.Q) 

An employee corroborates this view of the company: “It relies heavily on personal freedom and               

that you think for yourself” (P.A). For example, if employees comment on something that they               

think could be improved, it was not unusual that the founders responded by encouraging them to                

solve the issue themselves: “If you say, ‘why don’t we have a process for this’, then the answer                  

is often ‘well, take responsibility for the process and create it’” (P.A). Another example of this                

attitude was when the participant asked: “Why don’t we have principles for development that              

look like this?” The answer was: “Great, you should take that as a task and create them”. This                  

way of leading the company was highlighted as positive: “you do not complain about something               

and then think someone else will solve it, but you will have to solve it yourself” (P.U). It was                   
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stressed how the responsibility was shared across the company allowing employees to be more              

invested: “You get the responsibility to develop things that you want [...] and I think that's true                 

for the entire organisation” (P.A). 

Part of this was the company’s search for employees with the “right mindset”, rather than having                

strict work roles and fixed job descriptions. It was also emphasized how the shared culture               

become important to shape behaviour when there was less hierarchical top-down management:            

“Then it's the culture that controls what's acceptable [...] We do not have any rules in that way”                  

(P.U). NordServ has also deliberately chosen not to have a CEO. This was a way to signal that                  

there was no one at the top to refer to or pass on questions to. Instead work rests largely on                    

employees’ own drive, ambitions and engagement: “I would describe it [the culture] as very              

driven and people are young. People are in the phase where work is a large part of you” (P.P).                   

The founders attempted to stay in the background and let employees lead: “It’s the only way to                 

get people to grow into their roles” (P.Q). For instance, during monthly meetings, it was               

observed that the founders were listening in the background, rather than steering conversations.             

As explained by one of the founders, this leadership style had been developed over the years as                 

an alternative to how traditional, bureaucratic organisations are run. 

This is very well thought-out, not just something that appeared, rather we have put in a lot of                  

thinking into this [...] The leadership philosophy today is to try and build a company that consists                 

of very knowledgeable and wise people that feel that they have the mandate and power to make                 

their own decisions, and have the ability to find their own network in order to collaborate without                 

anyone pointing and saying ‘now you’re going to talk to that person’ - rather you’ll realise it                 

yourself. (P.Q) 

In this way, a shared leadership was encouraged where employees feel engaged and contribute to               

the successes of the company: “It is pretty flat. Not so much of management is articulated, but                 

that doesn’t mean it’s unstructured. Here, it’s more sort of ‘natural leaders’” (P.I). This was               

confirmed by another employee: 

I don’t really see that there are any clear leaders among all of us who work. It's very informal for                    

the most part. I mean being a project manager [...] no one usually sees that as something                 
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particularly formal. It's more like one in the team but who has a little more contact with the                  

customer. (P.L)  

One employee reflected: “I think of entrepreneurship, allowing people to grow and let people              

take on new roles, take new chances” (P.N). Work within NordServ was also compared to               

running your own business: 

I’ve been self-employed throughout my life. It's actually the first time I'm employed really. But               

[NordServ] reminds me a lot of being self-employed. There are lots of similarities [...] the biggest                

difference is that you can actually have five weeks of vacation and get paid! It's a lot of freedom                   

and it’s never a problem. Even if, you say ‘ah, maybe it wouldn’t have been optimal for him to be                    

on leave right now’ [...] we've got the philosophy here to actually be able to take time off when                   

you want. We’ll solve it. There’s a high focus on solutions. (P.I)  

Within NordServ it was also acceptable to conduct personal errands during working hours, and              

that the mix of private and professional matters was not seen as negative to your overall                

performance: 

Nobody interferes! I've never got any questions about how to work, when, ‘why did you come in                 

so late, what have you done’. It's very open! If you feel that you need to plan something privately                   

in the middle of the day, that's not a problem. As long as you plan in advance, and check it works                     

with clients and the rest of the people you work with. (P.I)  

Self-management in all these aspects demonstrated how the company utilised trust rather than             

control. One employee compared NordServ to a self-playing piano (P.E), highlighting how            

powerful the organisation becomes if you make people feel good and let them develop              

themselves as they feel appropriate. 

Rules and norms 

This section focuses on the formal and informal rules and norms which mediate behaviour within               

NordServ. One formal rule that particularly influenced how work was conducted in projects was              

the agile software development methodology. It directly guided interactions with clients and how             

employees worked together in teams to build software solutions. Other more informal rules that              
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shaped the relationships between employees in the company was a mentality of do-ocracy and              

community spirit. 

Agile software development 

One of the important formal rules within NordServ was the use of agile software development               

methodology in projects. The basic idea of the agile approach is that software is produced in                

short iterations based on continuous improvements, close client communication, and evolving           

specifications (Highsmith & Cockburn, 2001). Agile manifests itself as a shift from fixed             

development phases (i.e. the waterfall model), towards emphasising adaptivity in processes and a             

strong people focus towards relationships and communication (Lalsing et al., 2012). Four key             

values of agile software development are summarised as: 

● Individuals and interactions over processes and tools 

● Working software over comprehensive documentation 

● Customer collaboration over contract negotiation 

● Responding to change over following a plan 

Ultimately the agile approach reduces the risk of implementing the wrong solution and creates              

opportunities for early corrective action. The approach embraces the complexity of software            

development making change normal and welcome. Agile teams within NordServ were often            

co-located and consisted of members with mixed expertise. This is common within agile             

development as work tasks are complicated and require collaboration between people with            

different specialisms. One key aspect of the agile approach is the importance of regular              

communication and less dependence on formal documentation (Highsmith & Cockburn, 2001). 

I work a lot with a client who’s located just a couple of streets away and I’m involved in a project                     

and we have stand-ups. We work agile. I usually come here [the office] at 8:30 and then I check                   

what's happening during the day, and I'll start fixing my bugs from the day before. Then I'm over                  

to theirs [the client] at ten o'clock. And then we usually have stand-ups and you usually talk to                  

someone. We're working a bit like Scrum. There are quite a few small tasks that you work on and                   

try to get through. (P.P) 

104 

 

The team structure was important for sharing critical project information and to make sure the               

projects keep going. 

I think it's best to be in teams just because they know the same things. You have meetings                  

together and you meet, and you divide tasks so you’re on the same level about what is happening                  

in the project. It’s much easier to deliver for that reason. If you’re ill and you’re alone in a                   

project, you’re screwed. There’s no one else who understands your work or can do what you were                 

supposed to do, but if there’s a few of you, you can always cover for each other, even if another                    

project goes up [in capacity] while another goes down, you can always solve it. Working in a                 

group is kind of essential, as I see it. (P.M) 

Do-ocracy 

Autonomy in organisations can be defined as a condition that “affords organizational members             

the freedom and flexibility to develop and enact entrepreneurial initiatives” (Lumpkin et al, 2009              

p. 47). This was prevalent within NordServ as entrepreneurial initiatives were manifested            

through what one employee referred to as ‘do-ocracy behaviour’. Furthermore, this was            

congruent with agile methods that promote higher degrees of employee autonomy when            

choosing where and what to work on. 

I've described the company sometime as a "do-ocracy". We’re guided by those who do              

something. It's very free for anyone to grab basically anything and just go with it. Do you have a                   

few hours to spare, find something, do something. It will be awesome! And people have their                

hobby projects they run alongside work when they’ve time and I think that's fun. It makes a very                  

dynamic organisation. It never stands still because people find new things all the time. (P.K) 

This highlights the freedom and autonomy that employees were afforded within the company.             

Furthermore, that employees were forward-thinking and continuously strove to improve was           

echoed throughout interviews: 

This is very much a company that is moving forward. It's very driven. You aren't going to be                  

satisfied and content, but instead you constantly work to get better. You’re finding new ways to                

get better. (P.P)  
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Another employee corroborated this: “There is a pride in testing new stuff. It feels like it’s built                 

into the culture” (P.O). As employees were given opportunities to push their work forward,              

according to another person within NordServ, “the only thing that held work back was their own                

level of ambition” (P.G). Part of the do-ocracy mentality is to encourage employees to develop               

new ideas, try new things and grow in their professional domain. An example of this was the                 

arrangement of Shipit Days/Hackathons within the company where the different offices run            

events. These events let developers work on anything they want (work related) for 24 hours,               

where the purpose was to develop something new, innovative and shippable within this time              

period. The company provided food and drink, and it was a blend of both social event and                 

competence development. In general such initiatives were appreciated, as described by one            

employee: 

It's your own sandbox where you can experiment and make mistakes and it doesn’t matter if it                 

breaks because it only affects us. It’s the fact that you actually get a chance to be innovative                  

somewhere and build some crazy stuff. (P.I)  

In addition to the do-ocracy, employees describe that they were allowed to experiment and fail:               

"I think it's actually very open. It’s ok to fail” (P.I). A forgiving and failure friendly atmosphere                 

existed where it was acceptable to make mistakes. Initiatives don’t need to be confirmed and               

employees were pretty much allowed to “go for it” if they believed in something. However, as                

one employee expressed, you will be held responsible for it. 

We'll be held responsible for it [initiatives] but everything must not always be anchored all the                

way back. The fact that you get to try and work the way you want, we are not stuck in any                     

bureaucracy. It doesn’t feel slow. (P.I)  

The fact that employees had the autonomy to come up with their own ideas and projects created                 

a dynamic and constantly changing environment. This was also framed as challenging as a lot of                

things were going on simultaneously: 

One of the major problems, I’d say, is that ecology is constantly evolving. Something new               

appears, and in this type of organisation, people are creative as hell. It's intelligent, smart people                

who work with data. So something would come up: ‘let’s share the file via dropbox’ and next                 
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time we'll share the file via Trello, “let’s try it” And then you test a lot of stuff and then                    

information is spread over a multitude of systems. (P.O) 

The do-ocracy was a strength for NordServ in terms of innovating and letting employees work               

on tasks they have a passion for. It was also good for getting things done and acting quickly, but                   

it also created challenges in terms of a lot of initiatives being taken at the same time and                  

information spreading out across the company on different platforms and places 

Community spirit 

Within NordServ there were deliberate attempts to facilitate and foster a community spirit. The              

aspect of community is related to efforts to create a work environment where employees interact               

and feel connected, develop a shared identity and build friendships that extend beyond the              

company. For instance, it was manifested via, e.g. an appealing, playful work environment,             

social events such as summer parties, a wine lottery, sports activities, after work and themed               

social gatherings, e.g. a whisky club. Furthermore, in the observed office, there was a large TV                

screen on the wall, streaming live from the other offices (e.g. from the dining/coffee area). Other                

visible attempts to nurture a community spirit could be seen in the framed pictures of all                

employees on every office site, as well as symbolic objects such as company items (e.g. sports                

jackets, towels) that were handed out during kickoffs, Christmas and so on. 

We’ve made a strategic decision to style the offices similarly [...] It doesn’t matter where you are                 

in the world, you should feel that this is [NordServ] [...] get the feeling of ‘this is my company’.                   

(P.A) 

An example of an event that builds community spirit was the daily breakfast provided by the                

employer in NordServ’s offices. This encouraged people to take a break in the morning and eat                

together: 

To me, the informal is very important . Most of my conversations happen together with those I'm                 

sitting next to. Then over the breakfast table - a lot! There’ll be a good mix of work and leisure.                    

There’s often a lot of both at breakfast, in my experience. I think the informal work conversations                 

are very important as well. When somebody says ‘God, I have so much to do’ and someone else                  
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says ‘Ahh, I’ve an hour left, I'll help’. Or someone complains about something that doesn’t work                

and someone says ‘Do you know what, I just had that problem yesterday. I can fix it’. I don’t                   

think these things would have worked out as smoothly if we hadn’t had the informal breakfast                

table to gather around. (P.G)  

The value of these deliberate, but rather informal, bonding and sharing events were highlighted              

by employees, as both work and leisure topics can be discussed and this could lead to benefits                 

such as a serendipitous solution emerging from a casual conversation over breakfast. A further              

benefit was how these events also helped to collapse the distance between people and stimulate               

people to get back into their work with renewed inspiration: 

It’s also possible to spend time with people who may be a few desks away [...] I experience this                   

as really important and it’s also very important that it's okay not to talk about work at the same                   

time, otherwise [...] the natural communication disappears [...] Quite often, it develops into a              

constructive and productive work conversation after a while because someone comes up with a              

good idea and then you’ve suddenly back into work mood again. I think the informal arenas of                 

information exchange are very, very important . Even what just seems like fun to start with can be                  

a great thing. (P.G)  

From the gathered data, employees described the atmosphere as being friendly and helpful: “It is               

compassionate, everyone helps everyone” (P.K). However, sometimes challenges emerged such          

as how consultants reported their working hours and it sometimes caused tensions if a person had                

been helping someone else, as noted by a developer:  

Everyone is very helpful and often it can be quite hard to be helpful because we’re consultants,                 

we sell for hours. That I'll help someone in half an hour in their project is half an hour I need to                      

put somewhere in my time reporting system. (P.K)  

This meant that despite the community spirit and friendly environment, employees could be             

conflicted in terms of whether to help out colleagues as part of a community or demonstrate                

individual productivity in terms of reporting hours. 
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Knowledge sharing initiatives 

Whilst this thesis focuses and applies the term information sharing, the word used within              

NordServ was knowledge sharing. Consequently, this section will use the same term as             

expressed by the employees in the interviews. Sharing was one of the fundamental values within               

the company and described by the founder as a natural part of the culture and NordServ’s work: 

This is one of our fundamental values, that you share your knowledge. Then you have to find                 

people who are inspired by this idea [for recruitment]. We don’t want people who don’t want to                 

share what they know. They should not be here. (P.Q) 

Different approaches were taken to foster a culture of sharing across the company and various               

initiatives were enacted. Sharing information was important as was “...hard to find what we have               

done today and get an overview. ‘What project have we done, where did we do that project and                  

how did we solve it?’ It's really hard to get an overview. (P.I). The term knowledge sharing is                  

often used for acts where employees share their experiences, tips and recommendations on a              

topic, updates on projects, shared knowledge on successes and failures. One particular initiative             

within the company was to produce knowledge-sharing newsletters where each office was            

supposed to put together and distribute. This was not done on a regular basis, rather it happened                 

on an ad-hoc basis. 

Another initiative was the knowledge sharing award. NordServ arranged a company-wide           

kick-off twice a year where the purpose was not only to have fun, but to get people to share                   

experiences, learn from each other and be creative. As part of encouraging employees, a              

knowledge-sharing prize had been established which would be awarded to the person who             

successfully shared their knowledge with others. The prize was awarded during the kick-off. One              

of the founders explained that it was created as a means of signaling as the importance of                 

knowledge-sharing important: 

That's why we introduced this knowledge-sharing prize, for example, at the kick-off. It has to be                

promoted more. Those who are good at spreading what they know should be raised to the clouds                 

in the organisation so you feel it is important. (P.Q) 
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However, not everyone was happy with the number of knowledge sharing initiatives: 

I feel that important knowledge will probably be spread anyway. It's a nice thought, as said, but                 

there's a lot of focus on it, trying to really spread everyone's knowledge everywhere. Maybe it's a                 

difficult goal that’s all. (P.M) 

In contrast, another participant was clearly in support of finding ways to improve knowledge              

sharing due to the amount of redundant efforts due to there being no shared standard way to                 

approach projects: 

I think personally, it’s because people have to do so many things. Basically there is no time and                  

people have so many roles as well and you’re switching between tasks. Also in the projects,                

there’s no standard way of doing the projects. You always have to figure out new things in every                  

project and that’s hard of course. (P.S) 

As mentioned, another element of the culture was the encouragement of social activities and              

knowledge sharing through creating places for communication and conversations. A range of            

different social activities were continuously arranged within NordServ. For instance, monthly           

meetings often involved a social activity, successful projects were celebrated with cakes,            

employees would stay in the office on Fridays to share a drink 

Informal communication is important for many reasons. In part, it disseminates information and             

knowledge, of course, in a way that is difficult, I think, to replace with tools. You would like to                   

formalise and "send out an email" but it's always different to talk over a table, it's hard to get                   

away. It's a social function, a pleasant function (P.C)  

These occasions were examples of events where employees shared both personal and work             

related information in a seamless and fluid manner, where work-life barriers became blurred and              

less visible. 

Workplace tools 

As described in Chapter 3, there are different kinds of mediating tools: (1) material tools or (2)                 

immaterial signs. Tools are central in activity theory as they are used by people in their work                 
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activities (Engeström, 1987). Software development requires the use of a range of development             

environments and other ICTs to achieve successful results (Pressman, 2014). Being an            

IT-company, the majority of employees within NordServ can be viewed as ‘early adopters’.             

Software developers are traditionally open to the integration of new ICTs for collaboration and              

communication as work demands coordination between many actors (Whitehead, 2007). In           

general, a range of common workplace ICTs mediated activities within NordServ and the tools              

that employees’ utilised across the company were common Office applications, such as word             

processors, email clients, file sharing systems, content management systems, video-conferencing          

and internet browsers. In addition, instant messaging (chat) was also used across the company as               

a compliment to email and phone. Chat allowed employees to directly interact with each other in                

a quick and convenient way. However, like email, communication that took place through instant              

messaging was not visible to everyone (unless set up as a group chat and this was not normally                  

the case). Employees could also see the status of other people through the system and this was                 

stressed as a good feature for avoiding disturbance. 

In addition, people engaging in activities related to specific business processes had dedicated             

ICTs. To start with, software development is highly dependent on different applications for             

producing software solutions, such as a version control system and an integrated development             

environment. These are typically used by developers when developing software. More           

interestingly, from an information sharing perspective, projects made use of issue tracking            

software to allocate and prioritise tasks (as well as issues) amongst the team and clients,               

supporting and making explicit the division of labour. Two specific types of issue trackers were               

mentioned in the interviews, Redmine and Jira. An issue tracker is defined as: “Databases that               

keep track of bodies of information—outstanding issues—such as software defects or ‘bugs’,            

feature requests, customer inquiries, etc” (Bertram, 2010, p. 8). Project team members used the              

system to manage information around a solution that was being developed. Issues must have a               

clear beginning and end, and issues are seen as having their own ‘life-cycle’ with different               

in-between states (Fogel, 2017). In brief, the cycle can be described as the process of filing or                 

recording an issue, i.e. describing it in the system, or assigning it to someone (the person takes                 

ownership of the issue) who works on it until it is completed. For instance, bugs may be reported                  
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in the system as well as set to resolved once they are fixed. It is also possible to go back and                     

retrieve information and track the process of the project, in this sense functioning as an archive.                

As team members commented on issues, for instance, asked questions or added possible             

solutions, the system gradually built up an information base related to the different steps              

(Bertram et al., 2010). 

Moving on to Sales, one of the most essential applications to manage clients was a customer                

relationship management system (CRM). Sales had a need for up-to-date information related to             

previous and current client projects. These cases could be used as selling/informative examples             

when communicating with potential new clients and therefore used the CRM for such activities              

Finally, Production Management typically used Microsoft Excel, a time management system and            

the ordinary office tools one would expect to find. As will be discussed in the next section, all                  

business processes used enterprise social media, but to different degrees. 

Enterprise social media within NordServ 

One of the major motivations for conducting a study of Nordserv was the established use of                

enterprise social media. Figure 5.1 shows the range of platforms that were implemented within              

the company at the time of the study. For the purpose of this research, internal social media was                  

the main focus, which included an enterprise social networking site (Yammer), a forum             

(Vanilla), and a wiki (Dokuwiki). The decision to implement these ICTs was a result of               

employee initiatives to extend their platforms for communication and information sharing. The            

effort was backed up by the founders of the company as they encouraged employees to explore                

new ways of managing work. 
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Figure 5.1: Enterprise social media used within NordServ 

Enterprise social networking site 

One kind of social media that had been implemented within NordServ was an enterprise social               

networking site (SNS). Typically, SNS are online platforms that allow users to create personal              

profiles containing content about themselves, share connections with other users on the platform             

as well as facilitating interaction related to user-generated-content (Ellison & boyd, 2013, 158).             

Commonly, SNS support the establishment of social capital (Steinfield et al., 2009),            

relationship-building (DiMicco et al., 2008) as well as making information visible within a             

network, both in terms of who knows whom and who knows what (Leonardi, 2015). As               

interaction in social networking sites is preserved on the platform, they can act as a collective                

memory for organisations (Ellison et al., 2015) allowing employees to retrieve previously posted             

content. 

Moving on to Yammer, the SNS used at NordServ resembles Facebook, but has been developed               

for work purposes. As described above, the platform allows users to set up their own profiles and                 

connect with other individuals within their network. It is possible to create groups in Yammer,               

e.g. for users who share similar interests or are working together on a project. Another feature is                 

the Yammer wall (cf. Facebook’s wall). The Yammer wall let users create content and post short                

messages, similar to Twitter. The content then becomes visible to everyone in the network, or               
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only to specific people depending on settings. Users can also follow specific individuals, tags or               

groups. It is also possible to search for content within the platform. 

Forum 

In addition to Yammer, NordServ had also implemented a question and answer (Q&A) forum. A               

forum is a platform where users can share their messages with a broad audience (Leonardi et al.,                 

2013). It is built upon peer communities who post and answer each others questions as well as                 

and share expertise and advice within a specific domain (Mamykina et al., 2011). Within              

software development, forums are common, not least because of its rapidly evolvement, and the              

range of technologies and programming languages that developers need to manage (Barua et al.,              

2014). Over time, as technical questions and challenges are being resolved by the community,              

the forum turns into a repository of collective wisdom which can be used in future problem                

solving (Barua et al., 2014). 

The specific platform that NordServ used was from Vanilla Forums. It is a company that               

develops open source online forum software, as well as providing a cloud-based service, where              

customers pay for the hosting and support of their forum needs. An online forum, like Vanilla                

Forums, provides a space for open discussion, with either public or private access. It allows               

people to exchange ideas, post questions, and offer answers and help. It also typically provides               

ways of archiving and searching previous exchanges (Phang et al., 2009, p. 723). Typically the               

posts on a forum will be organised according to high-level categories, and replies to posts are                

linked and form discussion threads that can also branch into multiple threads. Vanilla Forums are               

a modern incarnation of the online forums that have been present (e.g. as bulletin boards and                

Usenet) throughout the history of the Internet and Web (e.g. as web applications). It builds on the                 

core features described above, but adds extra features such as multiple discussion types (e.g.              

polls and questions), rich content that allows other social media posts to be seamlessly inserted,               

and a range of social actions, such as likes, reactions and mentions, commonly found on other                

social media platforms. 
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Wiki software 

Finally, the third type of social media within NordServ was a wiki. Kaplan and Haenlein (2010)                

categorised wikis as collaborative projects defined as “websites which allow users to add,             

remove, and change text-based content” (p. 62). A wiki is a website consisting of hyperlinked               

pages where multiple users collaboratively share and edit (e.g. add, remove, change, discuss)             

content around specific topics (Yates et al., 2010). One of the most famous examples of wikis is                 

Wikipedia. Users can create content as well as edit other user's’ posts depending on access               

control which results in different user roles and contributions in the platform (Majchrzak et al.,               

2006). Wikis have also been highlighted as open and flexible platforms where little technical              

skills are needed (Stocker et al., 2012). In general, there is little predefined roles and structure,                

rather the idea is that anyone is free to contribute. Wikis have been used in organisations for                 

sharing and storing expertise (Jarrahi & Sawyer, 2013). DokuWiki is open source software that              

lets organisations create and host internal wikis. The software makes it possible to retrieve and               

track the versions of a document and makes the process transparent, i.e. it is possible to see who                  

has written what. DokuWiki store datafiles in plain text files and no database is needed. 

Implementation of enterprise social media 

The wiki and forum were implemented in particular to support software development practices             

and were driven by the employees involved in this process as a grassroots initiative. Whilst they                

played important roles on the technical side of NordServ, they were not adopted and used much                

in processes other than software development. Furthermore, as the following chapters will show,             

the practices they supported (discussions and documentation) happened at a slower and more             

deliberate pace. On the other hand, Yammer was used much more actively on a day-to-day basis                

by all processes in the company. 

Yammer was brought in as an alternative to email. The company had previously been concerned               

about a growing number of mass emails, which led to inefficient internal communication, thus              

the implementation of Yammer was motivated by its capacity to facilitate knowledge sharing as              

well as to provide a place where social, “watercooler” conversations could take place. It also               
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supported open and archivable discussions that would not have been as straightforward using             

email. The initiator recalls how it all started: 

When I started, I was employee number five or six. And after that we grew a lot. In the beginning,                    

you only emailed or talked to each other. But then we got more offices the more we grew and                   

after a while, everything was sent via the mailing lists. You were completely drowned in email!                

And everyone answered “to all”. And how do you say I’m not working today or I’m sick? Should                  

you email that to everyone? (P.V) 

This was in the same era when Twitter and Facebook had started to grow in popularity, and they                  

became a source of inspiration. After searching for similar tools with an organisational             

perspective, Yammer was found and tried out. It was free to use and no installation was needed,                 

so it could be set up immediately. No one was consulted before it was implemented and the                 

initiator sent out an email saying: “Now it’s time to step into the future! I think we should run                   

this for internal communication. It's kind of like twitter but for internal use” (P.V). That’s how it                 

started, with some people joining from the start within the same office. 

As I remember, in the beginning, to get people over to Yammer [...] I stopped sending or in the                   

beginning you would email and say ‘Hi, I've put this on Yammer’. But then people still think                 

they’ll get an email about everything that's important. It was still the case that it’s on email where                  

the important things happen. (P.V) 

A discussion was held regarding the split use of email and Yammer and how this might not be                  

the best option. A couple of employees were particularly engaged and they decided to stop using                

email and directed other employees to migrate over to the platform. After a while, more people                

started to join and eventually people from the remote offices also. Some employees voiced              

opinions in support of the alternative to using email, removing the need to send mass emails to                 

everyone in the company, as well as stimulating better discussion in a more open space. An                

employee remarked: 

Yammer is very interesting because we’ve the opportunity to ask these kinds of questions and get                

a good dialogue. Previously, there were maillists you worked with, and it worked in itself, but it                 

might have been more intrusive as it always dropped into the mailbox. (P.J) 
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Another employee recalled the situation before Yammer as: “People sent so many mass emails              

before and now they could do it differently. As soon as you realised that you actually get an                  

answer here [in Yammer] and maybe even better” (P.B). And in spite of the initial efforts needed                 

to get people to move over to Yammer, it was received positively by most employees. Generally,                

there was little resistance, in part due to the open and tech savvy workers: 

I think people only started [...] It was really bottom-up. People wanted it! These things have never                 

been a problem for us. There are so many young people who just test and run. We have quite                   

unique conditions in that way. (P.J)  

This was supported by another employee who corroborated that the culture was a facilitating              

factor: “If you look at the consultancy part, it must be one of the easiest companies to introduce                  

such a system [Yammer]. As I can imagine almost. Just with the young culture and being an IT                  

company” (P.N). Another employee who had worked for a long time within Nordserv             

remembered it as being well received: “I think it has been positively received and the difference                

is much more communication that everyone can see and share from people from all the different                

offices” (P.L). 

Summary 

This chapter highlighted the wider socio-cultural context of NordServ, presented through the lens             

of activity theory. The business is focused on developing software solutions for clients and              

consulting on information management. At the time of the study, NordServ was a Scandinavian              

medium-sized company with little hierarchy and formal rules and regulations. Work was            

commonly structured in projects where employees were trusted to work autonomously in teams.             

The leadership style was coaching and supportive, encouraging employee participation through a            

high level of trust. This was a deliberate strategy which the founders had nurtured over the years.                 

In general, employees were young and technology oriented; skilled and knowledgeable within            

the software development domain, with a passion for developing new things. The company was              

described as a do-ocracy where a lot ot new initiatives were being taken across the different                

offices. This created an organic and ever-changing work environment for employees to manage. 
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In light of this, another important element of the culture was the focus on knowledge sharing                

which was manifested through a range of both physical and digital spaces for interaction: social               

events, use of various IT-platforms, shared breakfasts and lunches, prizes for knowledge sharing             

at kick-offs etc. In terms of social media, three main platforms were used: an enterprise social                

networking site, a discussion forum and a wiki. The next chapter will zoom in on enterprise                

social media and analyse how they mediate project-based work activities within this            

socio-cultural context.  
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Chapter 6  

Use of a Yammer group within a project  
This chapter presents the results and analysis of a six-month study of an agile software               

development project within the company. As NordServ is a project-based organisation, it was             

informative to study a project in detail to better understand how enterprise social media were               

adopted, used and integrated in this context. As software development projects are complex and              

dynamic entities, it was necessary to model the individual project in such a manner that would                

simplify and make clear the actions that were involved in the development of a software solution                

for a client. Information sharing was a critical aspect of these actions and in part motivated the                 

grassroots adoption of a Yammer group to improve the overall communication within the team.              

However, as multiple tools were used for sharing information, a complicated situation emerged             

in terms of which tools should be used in which information sharing actions. In this chapter                

information sharing is framed by actions, part of a wider object-oriented activity system with              

specific socio-cultural traits, i.e. the software development project modelled as an activity            

system. The chapter also covers how information sharing was distributed across mediating tools             

in the software activity system in a complex but coexisting way.  

The data was analysed using activity theory to structure and present the results based on               

Engeström’s activity system (1987) and its different elements: subject, object, tools, rules and             

norms, community and division of labour (see Chp. 3). In particular, the notion of contradiction               

(Engeström, 1987) and congruency (Allen et al., 2013) were important for the analysis to              

uncover instabilities and potential for expansion of the practice. Second, from the perspective of              

Kietzmann et al.’s (2011) Honeycomb model to deepen the analysis of enterprise social media              

and other ICTs and their social features. The analysis, based on the Honeycomb model, also               

includes direct interaction as a prefered way of communicating within agile methods.  

The remainder of the chapter is divided as follows. The first section models the software               

development project as a single activity system using activity theory. The next section describes              

119 



 

the main mediating tools for information sharing within the project (Yammer group,            

issue-tracker, and direct interaction), which is then followed by a discussion of the identified              

contradictions and congruency in the activity system. The final section provides a discussion of              

the findings in relation to the literature as well as the contributions of this study. 

Modelling the software development project as an activity system  

This section presents the studied software development project as an activity system as it was               

interpreted from the empirical data. Common for any activity system is its historical             

development and for this particular project, the starting point is how software development was              

conducted and how it had advanced over time within NordServ (see Chp. 5 for a contextual                

background). Software development is a highly complex activity, involving the design and            

development of complicated artefacts, rapidly changing conditions and incomplete client          

expectations, and a mesh of decisions and dependencies distributed amongst an interconnected            

group of designers, engineers, and managers. It is very much a people-centric activity that              

depends upon rich information sharing, where “information must be continuously collected and            

disseminated, new viewpoints must be incorporated, and evaluations must be made from ever             

new perspectives” (Floyd, 1992, p. 99) Information sharing in software development is necessary             

as it supports collaborative efforts in projects between members as well as with clients, and their                

co-construction of an intangible object as it unfolds, i.e a software solution. Objects like software               

solutions are abstract and challenging, and demand “highly creative application of actions that             

build and transform knowledge representations that are shared by a team” (Barthelmess &             

Anderson, 2002, p. 16) In order to manage the complexity, a range of advanced ICTs mediate                

work. These ICTs provide both opportunities and limitations for what is possible in terms of               

achieving an object. Against this background, enterprise social media become relevant because            

of their ability to support collaboration, communication and interaction between people, which is             

potentially useful for software development projects. 

Based on the activity theory framework, the activity of developing software in the project was               

represented in the following way (see Fig. 6.1 for an illustration). The project team was               

constructed as the collective subject consisting of project manager, a salesperson, developers,            
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technical lead, user experience expert, information management expert and business analyst.           

Those were the main roles involved in conducting the activity, and as subjects, the analysis will                

therefore be conducted based on their perspective. Some developers were quite new to the              

company and there was no natural candidate for the role of technology lead, which the project                

manager adopted instead. It is also important to note that team members worked on other               

projects at the same time. Furthermore, it was commonplace that people also took on several               

roles (possibly within the same project), but also divided their time across other projects. For an                

overview of the different roles and responsibilities of the project team, see Table 6.1. 

The project was conducted from one of NordServ’s office sites, and was a follow-up initiative               

from a previous project with the same client, as explained by the project manager:  

It started like this, we developed another solution for this client [...] when we had finished that,                 

the question was “what is the next step” and then we began this project. They have an intranet and                   

a solution that they are not at all happy with. You don’t want to conduct a project and say “it’s                    

done, goodbye, hope it goes well”. Instead, you want continuously maintain, improve. (P.B) 

The software development project began early 2013 and ended in the summer of the same year.                

The purpose (object) of the activity system was identified as: Design and connect a software               

solution on client’s intranet to improve the information service for users. Subsequently, the             

outcome was to create the software solution to a level that it satisfied client’s needs. 
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Figure 6.1: The studied software project as an activity system 

From the study, it was clear that the software development activity depended greatly on              

mediating tools for conducting the work (see Chp. 5). The following mediating tools were              

employed in producing the software solution: issue tracker software, direct interaction, email,            

file sharing system and software development environment as well as a Yammer group.             

Face-to-face interaction in the office, via chat or video-conferencing, or through project meetings             

between the team and the client is here considered as direct interaction. The mediating tools were                

often used in combination during weekly meetings with clients, for instance the issue tracker              

would be used in combination with face-to-face interaction as well as video conferencing.             

Another example was if project members were tagged in a post in the Yammer group, an email                 

notification would be generated and sent out to that specific person, illustrating a more automatic               

integration of tools.  

The software development activity system also contained a community which involved the client             

and the wider company. The client was already familiar to NordServ and shared a history of                

previous projects together. The wider company consisted of other software developers and            
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experts within NordServ who would help out if needed and be around to answer general               

questions and solve problems. NordServ also had a number of support processes such as Finance               

and IT, and employees who worked in these processes were also, to some extent, involved in the                 

project.  

In terms of project management, the agile software development methodology (as described in             

Chp. 5) had been applied, which influenced the way the project was performed, i.e. in terms of                 

rules and norms as well as division of labour. In the project, rules and norms were both formal in                   

terms of the agile development process (see Chp. 5) as well as informal (e.g workarounds and                

spontaneous interaction in the office). Formal rules had also been written down in terms of a                

project contract and agreement between NordServ and the client. The organisational culture of             

self-management was established within NordServ and project members were used to working in             

autonomous project teams. This could involve a large degree of freedom to choose how to work                

and with what mediating tools. Many employees were also early adopters and technically             

competent, which made the use of tools less complicated. The agile methodology also favoured              

rich communication and a close collaboration with clients and a need to work transparently and               

open for all to access.  

Division of labour was based on regular interactions during weekly meetings between            

NordServ’s project team and client representatives. These meetings involved adaptive revisions           

and decision-making of work tasks and procedures. The atmosphere in these meetings were             

friendly and since the project followed the agile principles, both parts valued a good working               

relationship. In terms of NordServ’s team, the project manager had the overall responsibility for              

the project but since rules and norms within NordServ were quite relaxed, people had a lot of                 

autonomy to “get on with their work” as they prefered.  

Table 6.1: Roles and responsibility descriptions within the project 

Role Responsibility in Project 

Salesperson  Have an intermediate role between the project team and clients. Facilitates           

the overall relationship with the clients and capture problems or complaints. 
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Project manager  Bears the overall responsibility for the project deliverable, achieved through          

a balance between resources. 

Developers Involved in the process of producing software. 

Technical lead Responsible for the technical architecture in the project. Often a developer           

who is more experienced.  

User experience expert Analyse user needs and experiences.  

Information management expert Analyse quality and structure of the information objects on the intranet and            

in the organisation. 

Business analysts Investigate the effects of the solution and strategy for the client. 

Motivation to adopt Yammer as a mediating tool  

A Yammer group had been initiated as a grassroots effort by a previous project manager, who                

had also worked on an earlier project with the same client. NordServ has a general open attitude                 

to this type of initiative and employees are relatively free to decide how they would like to work.                  

The underpinning motivation with the Yammer group was to facilitate transparency and effective             

information sharing within the project team. The idea was to replace information sharing via              

email or chat with Yammer. From an activity theory lens, this action can be interpreted as a sign                  

of questioning the current ways of working, and introducing an innovative solution to previous              

problems. The project manager explained it in the following way:  

It’s because it will be easy for everyone to look back on agreements, especially if new people are                  

added to the project, plus, we don’t need to sort out so much in our inboxes. (Yammer post #1,                   

Project manager) 

Yammer, as a type of enterprise social media, was already an established platform within              

NordServ, and employees were familiar with its functionality (see Chp. 5, Sec. 5.4.1 for an               

explanation). The Yammer group was accessible to employees who had been involved in             

projects with the particular client. All previous communication in the group was saved which              

made it possible to track former conversations. The current project manager reported that             
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Yammer had been used provisionally in other projects and that it goes “up and down how much                 

one would use it”. This sentiment was confirmed by another project member during an              

interview: 

It’s much up to the project manager. According to me, Yammer is not really used much [in                 

projects]. Many of the larger projects have a Yammer group but they are often ‘dead’ because                

much communication is happening desk-to-desk. You simply go and talk to each other and if               

you’re not located in the same office, then you would use Lync or something else. There’s a need                  

for direct communication and Yammer isn’t direct communication [...] you can ask general             

questions and you can advertise larger events but it isn’t used for person-to-person             

communication. (P.G) 

The ad hoc usage of Yammer groups in projects could be linked to the many “local” initiatives                 

that took place within NordServ as a result of the entrepreneurial mindset of employees. As               

described in Chp. 5, employees within the company were given autonomy to drive their own               

work, and the behaviour had been compared with a do-ocracy. The initiative of using enterprise               

social media in the project could therefore be seen as one example of a situation where                

employees came up with their own ideas and innovations in their practices. When the project               

began, the project manager posted in the Yammer group, “maybe time to start up this one again”,                 

and added project members who were going to be part of the team. 

Use of mediating tools for information sharing 

Throughout the project, the object of a software solution was mediated by multiple tools and               

information sharing actions. The following sections describe the central mediators in more detail:             

The Yammer group, issue-tracker and direct interaction, highlighting their usage and importance            

for the project. 

The Yammer group  

As described, a Yammer group was initiated by the project manager for the specific use of the                 

project. By studying the group’s archive of messages, it was possible to identify periods of               
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intense posting, as well as periods of relative inactivity throughout the project lifecycle (See Fig               

6.2). 

 

Figure 6.2: Number of initial posts in the Yammer group per week throughout the period of 

study. The lighter coloured bars relate to a previous project with the same client, whilst the 

darker colours relate to the project under question. 

Initially, there had been a period of posting in the Yammer group related to a previous project                 

with the same client. Then, the majority of the interaction on the studied project took place                

during the analysis and design phase. This was a time when the division of labour was less                 

structured and happened more exploratively as information was gathered from the client. In order              

to develop a new software solution, project members needed to grasp what the current situation               

was for the client’s intranet and how to best move forward. That phase lasted for roughly two                 

months, where the interaction related to various open design decisions and resolving            
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uncertainties in the project direction, e.g. in terms of user experience, information management             

and business analysis requirements. On average, two to three interactions (posts or follow-up             

comments) were made every day during that time. The interaction happened mainly during             

regular working hours. Furthermore, the majority of interaction originated from desktop/laptop           

devices, with only a few coming from the Yammer mobile application. During the analysis and               

design phase, there was an ongoing need to discuss matters openly and gather input from each                

other. 

I have a question regarding information management for [name of the client’s intranet]. Which              

metadata can we gather about the content? I feel we need to dig deep on how information in [the                   

intranet] is built up. I really need to understand why [the client] required an extended information                

management component in our review [...] It would be good to learn more about what you have                 

found regarding different information types. Have you found anything interesting? [Two people            

are tagged in the post]? (Yammer post #31, User experience expert) 

Yammer was a useful place to share information on the topic of design matters, as user                

experience experts, information management experts and business analysts did not have           

established rules and norms for where to share such information. This was in contrast to formal,                

weekly meetings between the project manager, developers and client representatives arranged to            

discuss requirements and progress. The project manager would sometimes extract requirements           

from casual conversations related to the analysis and design phase in Yammer:  

Good this came up [...] Generally, we should list everything as potential requirements. Then,              

when we have a picture of the [client’s] requirements, we will prioritise these during our               

Wednesday’s meetings. (Yammer post #33, Project manager) 

During the analysis and design phase, some users were particularly active and posted messages              

as well as commenting on other posts. However, even though not all project members were               

equally active, the project manager was certain that posts would get noticed by all: “Yes, if you                 

write something there [in Yammer] they will see it and answer if it’s anything they know the                 

answer of. I’m pretty sure of that” (P.B). This was also observed in the Yammer group as project                  

members were present and responded within reasonable times - especially if they were being              
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tagged (which meant an email notification would be sent out). The act of tagging people is very                 

much like a ‘mention’ on similar social networks (cf. Twitter or Facebook), and generated an               

email to that particular project member who had been tagged. The email notification is              

interesting from the perspective of rules and norms as it appears that project members did not                

fully trust that a Yammer post was enough to get people’s attention. By tagging members they                

would increase the likeliness of getting a response. This suggests that Yammer was             

complemented by email, rather than replacing it, as was the original motivation. 

Types of information shared in the Yammer group  

In terms of what was being shared in the Yammer group related to the project, there was a mix of                    

information types, such as asking questions, informing others, and reporting progress (see Fig.             

6.3). Across these types, all posts tended to generate a series of follow-up comments and               

reactions from other project members, which are shown in Table 6.2. 

Figure 6.3: Frequency of posts by type in the Yammer group 
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Table 6.2: Frequency of posts by type from Yammer group and the total number of comments 

associated with those posts. 

Type of Post Number of Posts Number of Comments 

Question 25 121 

Informing 20 62 

Progress report 11 28 

Linking resources 5 6 

Feedback 2 8 

Delegation 1 3 

Humour 1 9 

 

The most frequently occurring type of post contained a question. Project members would use the               

Yammer group to ask questions or request input from others. Often, questions were associated              

with matters on how the client’s current intranet was working and what could be improved. This                

could also be linked to a personal reflection, where a project member would write a longer post                 

on a matter: 

Do you know anything about how the client implemented [the intranet solution]? I believe it               
was a couple of years ago. Do we know what their thoughts were when implementing it or                 
did they think it would solve itself during the course? 

[Person tagged] did you receive any interesting statistics from your workshop? I understand you              

talked about this then? (Yammer post #37, User experience expert) 

The second quote highlights the strategy of tagging someone specifically to ensure that an email               

notification would also be generated and increase the chance that the intended recipient got the               

message. The next most popular post type was informing the group. These posts generally              

introduced some new information to the group: 
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I will meet with [client representative] tomorrow, if anyone has anything they want me to bring                

up, I can do that! (Yammer post #29, Information management expert) 

[A colleague] and myself have identified a vision and 5 effect goals for [the intranet]. We have                 

not presented it for [the client] yet, but we wanted your input first. (Yammer post #25, Business                 

analyst) 

Progress reports were also popular, and contained information on what project members had             

been working on, with whom and where. In some cases, future steps were also mentioned: 

Held a workshop at [client’s site] today together with X and X [...] We met five persons involved                  

in the project and brainstormed around possible effects which could be achieved by the technical               

solution. Next step is to analyse the input from the workshop and confirm the effect as well as                  

decide how to measure these. (Yammer post #26, Business analyst) 

The Yammer group was also used as an information service for linking valuable sources in other                

systems. Project members would make signposts, which would help others navigate to find             

particular information: 

Note that screenshots of the new search are now available in the folder in sugarsync: UX ->                 

Screenshots -> new search. (Yammer post #35, Developer) 

Over the last few days, I have been working on producing slides for education purposes for those                 

who are going to provide support of [the intranet solution] and [another project with the same                

client]. I have also updated the wiki in redmine [NordServ’s own issue-tracker]. Links [links              

attached]. (Yammer post #63, Developer) 

The group in Yammer was not used as much for technical problem solving amongst developers.               

Instead, there were other places, such as the general Yammer developer group, or direct              

interaction was used in the office that served to satisfy these needs. The project manager               

explained the usage of the Yammer group as follows: “I think it is more used when the analysts                  

and developers need to talk with each other” (P.B). This suggests that the Yammer group was                

used for more informal work, chat and coordination between project members.  
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Coordinating tasks 

Coordination was crucial within the analysis and design phase, as one of the aims was to produce                 

a report, and posts of this type were those which facilitated coordination. For instance, the               

following Yammer group dialogue is an example of this: 

- Project manager: Create a shared document! Do we have any good template for this? Otherwise               

we can start with a simple Excel sheet in the SugerSync folder [post is followed by three people                  

tagged]  

- Developer: A simple excel sheet sounds fab, we can extend it as we go.  

- User experience expert: Who sets up such document?  

- Business analysts: I created an excel sheet, I will upload it to our folder as soon as I get a better                     

connection. (Yammer post #37) 

From the post data in Yammer, it was clear that in spite of people being co-located in the same                   

office, coordination was supported by the Yammer group in the early analysis and design phase.               

From the project manager’s point of view, the Yammer group was used as a platform for making                 

announcements and informing the team. It was also used for occasional check-ups, making sure              

people were on track: “After a couple of status meetings, I hope everyone feels they know what                 

is happening in the project, let me know otherwise” (Yammer post #30, Project manager)              

Another role which would inform the team was the salesperson. Such information could contain              

general updates around the client, sales opportunities and future steps. 

However, from interaction in the Yammer group, it was clear that information sharing was              

ad-hoc and less structured. For instance, a post on a specific topic could evolve due to the                 

unfolding dialogue and ultimately end up being about something else. In addition, a few posts               

were left unsolved, e.g. unanswered questions received no attention and eventually became            

buried over time.  

Ok, thanks for the clarification. So that means that the PM for phase 2 is the person who will be                    

joining us in the office? (Yammer post #40, User experience expert) 
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In these situations, in the Yammer group, it was difficult to know whether the question had been                 

answered somewhere else; or whether members had no answer, or had simply not paid attention               

to the posted question.  

Conclusion of project 

As the project moved on from analysis and design to the development and testing stage, very                

little interaction was observed in the Yammer group, and the time gaps between posts became               

longer. In addition, a parallel project had been initiated with the same client that caused some                

confusion as information related to the two projects was shared in the same Yammer group. In a                 

few posts, there were evidence of project members finding it difficult to differentiate between              

projects in conversations:  

- Project manager: Hello! [Client representative] called me this morning [to] say that the             

difference from the old version is very obvious, now they actually find things they search for!                

What remains now is to finetune the UI. Good job everyone! 

- User experience expert: We did however identify a very important issue during the workshop I               

had at [the client’s site] the other week. Connecting to the [intranet] is incredibly slow. Note that                 

this doesn’t have anything to do with our application being slow, it is about accessing our                

application in the first place. However this will have a big effect on whether users use [the                 

solution]. Waiting 5 minutes to access the application is not acceptable.  

- Project manager: I'm guessing this is [another project with the same client], this is hopefully not                

the case with [this project].  

- User experience expert: Exactly! Sorry for the confusion 

(Yammer post #58 and #58.1) 

In summary, it is possible to draw the conclusion that the Yammer group filled a promising role                 

in terms of mediating people’s actions of information sharing during the earlier analysis and              

design phases of the project, especially for the user experience specialists, information            

management specialist and business analysts. This was a state in which less formal rules and               

norms existed on how to structure work, including which specific tools to use, and Yammer               

developed into a space where members could “make sense” of the current client situation and               
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have casual conversations amongst each other in the open in order to develop requirements.              

Furthermore, Yammer also supported work across specialities, e.g. developers and user           

experience experts, by allowing people to ask questions, inform others and provide progress             

reports. However, a key finding from this result is that in terms of producing a shared object (i.e.                  

a software solution) through information sharing, Yammer was not sustained throughout all            

phases of the project. To investigate this further, the next section will focus on the other main                 

mediators of information sharing in the project - the issue-tracker and direct interaction. 

The issue tracker  

The adoption of rules and norms of the agile methodology meant that continuous communication              

and information sharing were critical in order to achieve the project object. According to the               

project manager: “The biggest problem working agile is that you don’t know exactly what the               

end result will be” (P.B). As there were no fixed client requirements established at the start,                

project members needed to have close communication with each other to establish a shared view               

on where the project was going. An issue tracker (Jira) was adopted for that purpose, and to                 

support the division of labour within the project. Issue tracking software is an established tool               

within software development and comes with a specific set of expected, formalised behaviour             

(see Chp. 5) for more information about issue tracker software). The use of issue tracker               

software is built on previous historical activities within NordServ, and has a strong position of               

importance within software development projects. In this specific project, the issue-tracker was            

hosted at the client site and both the project team and client had access. The issue-tracker was                 

used to organise work tasks into “issues” that were related to client’s requirements, and as these                

requirements evolved during the project, they were updated accordingly to represent the current             

state of development. According to the project manager, one of the best methods to satisfy               

clients is to have them involved throughout the process, and to continuously demonstrate “what              

they were getting”. In sum, the issue tracker was important for promoting engagement,             

transparency and a shared view of the work process.  

When interviewed, the project manager explained how issues were added together with the client              

during weekly meetings, or internally by the project team. This meant that the division of labour                
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and responsibility were shared between the subject and the community to achieve the software              

solution. During weekly meetings, the project team and clients met to review specific issues, to

give a sense of what work was completed successfully and what work still remained incomplete.  

I or the person who is tech lead divide the things we want to do into technical issues [...] or if the                      

client has its own [system] and then you simply have a meeting per week, and then you divide

these amongst the developers “here, this is what you shall do until next time”. (P.B) 

Figure 6.4: Screenshot of a fictional Jira interface, illustrating the overview of tasks todo, as well 

as the current status of ongoing tasks, and who is currently active. Promotional image extracted 

from www.atlassian.com.

The issue tracker interface provided an overview of what needed to be done, who was allocated                

to particular issues, as well as the status of issues themselves (see Fig. 6.4). It developed into a                  

space where parts of the division of labour in the project was recorded and visualised, evolving

over the course of the project as a ground truth of who was working on what, and what was still                   

to be done. This was of particular value to the project manager, as it was possible to quickly                  

survey the current state of the project, at anytime, with relative ease. Consequently, the              
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issue-tracker acted as the backbone for information sharing and foundation for coordination and             

allocation of tasks amongst the team. 

Structuring information 

An advantage of the issue tracker was that it provided a structured process to follow (rules and                 

norms); both at a collective project-level, and also at the level of each issue having its own                 

miniature life-cycle. Issues were given different labels to signal their status, for instance “bug,              

enhancement, feature”. However, it was observed in the beginning of the project that the team, in                

collaboration with client, had to agree upon a conceptual framework on how to name the               

different issues, as explained by the project manager: “This can easily go wrong since there are                

many different ways to do it, e.g. ‘what shall we name something [an issue] that is complete?’”                 

(P.B). A shared perception on how to use the tool was critical in terms of division of labour as                   

the consequences for not having consensus could mean a dysfunctional way of working in the               

activity.  

Beyond the creation and labelling, it was also possible to write comments as metadata associated               

with individual issues, which often turned into larger in-depth discussions around a single issue.              

One developer in the project, described an example of how information would flow in the               

system: 

It starts when someone assigns it [the issue to me], then I read it and say "now I’ve started to                    

work on this" and label it as “in progress". Then the person receives a notice that it's started, and                   

then I say "now it is successfully completed, could you please verify that the fix I made does what                   

you want”, and once the person has accepted, it becomes "closed". Then it disappears, gets               

archived, and it does not appear in the interface anymore. (P.F)  

For developers, having a “backlog” of issues was critical in terms of knowing what to work on                 

next. As project members worked on several projects in parallel, the issue-tracker provided             

support for capturing incomplete work tasks so people would not forget, thus it acted as a form                 

of external memory that allowed employees to focus on their current project without worrying              

about many other issues at the same time. 
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To know what I have to do, the first place is an issue-tracker. This is extremely important because                  

I see what's in the backlog and what needs to be done and perhaps what is sat on me then. (P.G) 

Shared progress monitoring  

The issue-tracker made it possible to monitor project progress, which was important in order to               

achieve the object - to see how it transformed over time. Based on the state of issues, anyone                  

could get a sense that the project was heading in the right direction. Issues acted as indicators of                  

the current situation, previous work completed (via archived issues) and future requirements.            

Such overall understanding was crucial for all parties: “It makes it possible for the client, the                

project manager and the team to prioritise because, if [...] everything is in people’s heads, then it                 

becomes very difficult to get a shared image” (P.F)  

To make monitoring effective and provide accurate project information, issues were added to the              

issue-tracker on a regular basis, however this is not an automatic process, and it needs human                

effort to achieve. “If there is lot of work that is outside the issue-tracker [...] well, then it                  

becomes very difficult to estimate how much we have left” (P.F). The project manager described               

the importance of using the tool:  

You maintain the list all the time, “this is what needs to be done” and a weekly meeting where                   

you check what has been done, what problems do we have and then you go on like that until we                    

run out of issues. (P.B)  

However, adding issues to the tracker was more complicated than the quote suggests.             

Communication related to issues was often shared in other tools, such as being contained within               

emails, which was frustrating for the project manager. The project manager described how the              

client would send out emails asking technical questions linked to issues. In these situations,              

clients were asked to produce a comment in the issue tracker directly to make sure information                

was saved in the appropriate location. The project manager expressed, “the client could say              

‘could you fix this quickly, change this icon?’ Yes, we could do that but I would be pleased if                   

you add it in [the issue tracker]” (P.B)  
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From a project manager’s perspective, this was particularly important as the issue tracker also              

functioned as a place for important documentation, which might be required in the future, i.e. the                

issue tracker acted as a record of all decisions made. It specified responsibilities between the               

subject and the community, and if disagreements occurred, the project manager could refer back              

to the issue-tracker and retrieve what had been agreed formerly: 

They [the client] can make changes to the list of requirements and we will redo the work but if                   

they say when the project is finished: “you have pulled over budget” [...] “Yes, but since the                 

requirements have been changing so much, this is the time it will take when we have to redo                  

stuff”. The purpose is to protect yourself a little. (P.B) 

If someone has written that the background should be blue, then, “ok fine, I will make a blue                  

background” but if they come later and say “now we want a red background”. “But you have                 

written it [blue] here” and then they can’t say anything. (P.B)  

From the study of posts in the Yammer group, it was clear that the category of progress updates                  

was a common in the early phases of the project. However, as the Yammer interactions               

diminished in the development stage, it is possible to infer that the issue-tracker might have               

became the dominant tool in terms of communication progress updates. 

Direct interaction 

In line with rules and norms of the agile methodology, direct interaction was important for the                

software development activity and mediated information sharing in the project. Direct interaction            

between the project team was observed to occur spontaneously in the office, around desks or via                

online chat in Lync. Due to all project members being situated in the same location, this was                 

mainly face-to-face. Since the project deliverable, the software solution, was vague and            

indistinct, a shared understanding was necessary and demanded continuous communication          

between the team. As a result, project information sharing was achieved both through an ad-hoc,               

bottom-up process within the office and also in more formal settings, such as weekly meetings               

with clients and the project team. 
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Physical co-location 

From observations, it was found that much of the project information sharing occurred             

spontaneously and informally in the office; both between specific expert groups in the project              

team and with the project manager. The informal approach was common within NordServ as              

employees were encouraged to interact with each other, and a friendly, helpful atmosphere             

existed in the office. The project team was co-located in an open plan office that made it easy for                   

people to communicate with each other, due to proximity and absence of barriers: “The              

unofficial discussions and that we have an open plan office creates a closer social work relation,                

I believe” (P.F). The open plan approach was generally adopted to improve interaction and              

information sharing amongst employees across the company (see Chap. 5). Direct interaction            

occurred between people sitting next to each other as well as in the common social areas, e.g. a                  

spacious, glass framed kitchen with tables, as well as lounge area where employees had coffee               

breaks, breakfast, lunch and other social activities together. In spite of the open plan              

configuration, people with similar tasks tended to be grouped together. For example, developers             

were observed to form clusters, often two to three persons, around somebody’s screen in order to                

solve a problem or discuss a technical issue.  

Besides face-to-face interaction, online chat via Lync was used as an alternative form of direct               

interaction, even though team members were within walking distance of each other. 

It satisfies the same need as go to the desk next. It is the same communication. I don’t see any                    

difference there. Possibly, it’s a little bit easier with non-work related information chat (e.g.              

jokes) with people next to you and it’s easier to just throw out a question in the air. In Lync [chat]                     

you need to know who to talk to but if I’m sitting at my desk I can turn around “does anyone                     

know how?”Imagine there are three or four persons around and I know that most probably some                

of them will know. (P.G)  

Lync was also used before walking over to someone’s desk to check if that person was busy or                  

not. Via the chat application, it was possible to see who was logged in and available. Chat was                  

seen as useful because it let people be more tactical on when to approach someone, and minimise                 

unnecessary disturbances. Short questions were also shared frequently over chat. 
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Finally, the project manager acted as a key person regarding communication in the project and               

was regularly approached in the office. The project manager was located a couple of desks away                

from the rest of the team, and numerous questions were asked on a daily basis. This was                 

especially the case with the developers, since the project manager also had the role of technical                

lead: “Those within the project will pass my desk four times a day and ask me something” (P.B).                  

However, these questions were not viewed as a disturbance, as stressed in the interview, since               

the manager was concerned that the project was running smoothly.  

Informal and formal coordination 

In relation to division of labour, information sharing in the office included orientation and              

coordination, as well as asking questions and problem solving. Coordination in the project             

happened in two ways; informally in the office, and also during weekly meetings. Informal              

coordination occurred on an ad-hoc basis, when it was needed and often with immediate              

response: “Because we are so close to each other, you would say ‘how is it going with that thing,                   

I remember you said you had problems, how has it gone?’” (P.F). Also, the simple act of a daily                   

morning gathering of employees for breakfast afforded the opportunity to coordinate and split             

work up: 

Around 10.00, enough people have appeared so that one can begin to coordinate today’s work               

with others and make sure you are synced [...] Not formally in any way, it’s more you would go                   

and “eeh, I’m doing this today” or “I don’t have anything to do now because I’ve finished it, what                   

do you want me to do”. (P.G) 

Informal coordination can be seen as a bottom-up approach, where project members took             

responsibility and supported each other’s work. As would be expected, communication was            

informal in comparison to adding issues and comments to the issue-tracker as described by a               

developer: “I can sit next to someone and have a small five minutes meeting without having to                 

reserve a room or so” (P.F). During weekly meetings, the project team and clients (who mostly                

participated via a videolink) gathered to share information on the current project status. From the               

perspective of the project team, weekly meetings were also a forum to demonstrate what had               

been done and give the impression that the project was moving forward. The agenda was based                
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on previous week’s closed issues (visible in the issue-tracker) and the prioritisation of             

forthcoming work on open issues. Therefore, discussions related to issues were central for             

weekly meetings, which helped shape the client’s evolving list of requirements. As a result of the                

meeting, issues were negotiated, updated as well as new ones being added to the issue-tracker. 

You have regular meetings with clients: “now we have done this, look at it and feel ” and pretty                   

often, there are some kind of dialogue with the clients where they have thought about new things                 

which they did not think about before, or they say “we have been discussing and decided to go for                   

alternative A”. (P.G) 

The project’s loose structure made these meetings essential in order to construct a mutual              

understanding of the project deliverable and linked actions. The observations showed that certain             

type of information seemed to facilitate a shared understanding of the project status: 

● Who knows/is responsible for what? 

● How does the current setup look like? (E.g. technical scenarios for the intranet system)  

● What has been done?  

● What needs to be done and when? 

● How to solve practicalities such as access to accounts?  

However, it was found that sharing such information and constructing a mutual understanding             

was not always straightforward. Meetings revealed client’s confusions around the project team’s            

work process (division of labour), e.g. the order of tasks, who would be responsible and what                

counted as design versus development tasks. As a consequence of the agile rules and norms, both                

the project team and clients always had to relate to in-progress and incomplete work, rather than                

complete tasks. This motivated the project manager to share as much information with clients as               

possible, and then to gather feedback around that. 

In summary, information sharing via direct interaction was important and sustained throughout            

the project. In particular, updates and asking questions were frequent and direct interaction could              

possibly have been prefered over the Yammer group. There was also a close connection between               

direct interaction (i.e. weekly meetings) and the generation of issues in the issue-tracker, whereas              
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Yammer never seemed to have such a relation. The next section will look more closely at the                 

interrelationships between the mediating tools as contradictions that emerge from the activity            

system.  

Contradictions and congruency in the project activity system  

The previous sections have provided an account of how and why different forms of mediating               

tools were used for information sharing within the project to achieve the object of a software                

solution. Following on, this section will identify the sources of cultural-historical contradiction            

and congruency that emerged within the software development activity system, illuminating           

important sources for change and development (Engeström, 1987; Karanasios & Allen, 2014).  

Differing levels of enthusiasm between subjects  

One contradiction identified from the analysis was the mismatch in the project manager’s             

enthusiasm and motivation to use the Yammer group compared with the rest of the team - part of                  

the collective subject. This is a primary contradiction where the subjects’ opinions seemed to              

differ internally on the significance of using Yammer in realising the object. Whilst no open               

conflict was identified related to using the Yammer group, it was clear that the project manager’s                

enthusiasm was not reflected by the other members. Being an entrepreneurial company with a lot               

of creative employees, the project-managers enthusiasm over the Yammer group can be            

interpreted as a way of showing competence in delivering the innovation, i.e. using enterprise              

social media in the project. Activities are always poly-motivated (Kaptelinin, 2005) and in this              

context it was demonstrated through the diminished usage over the project life-cycle as the              

project team became less active in their posting and interactions. As NordServ is a company               

where employees are trusted to self-manage and realise their own initiatives (see Chp. 5), there is                

a risk that an individual’s creativity, such as the use of a Yammer group in a project, never                  

becomes fully anchored in the day-to-day work if people do not share the same motive and are                 

equally committed. Due to NordServ’s culture (decentralised control and employee autonomy),           

providing good rationale for innovation in activities becomes important, as there is no             

authoritarian top-down control to enforce use. Instead, the value needs to be demonstrated in              
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order to convince others of the change, as well as endeavouring to sustain usage until the change                 

becomes accepted as a new norm. Thus, a mediating tool has to “fit the task”, which means they                  

really have to work and contribute meaningfully to employee activities for them to be adopted. 

Rules and norms for new and established tools 

A secondary contradiction identified from the data was between the established rules and norms              

of using “accepted” software development tools (e.g., the issue tracker), compared to the novel              

adoption of enterprise social media in a project context. From an activity theory perspective,              

activities are historically-grounded, and by focusing on their development over time,           

explanations about a current situation can be provided. As the data showed, in some previous               

occasions, projects had been exploring social media via Yammer groups, but these were reported              

by employees as inactive and exceptions to the normal way of working. 

The issue tracker was part of the standard set of tools that employees within NordServ would                

most often use when developing a software solution. By using the issue tracker in repeated               

projects over time, employees had negotiated and shaped its purpose, meaning, and rules and              

norms based on their needs. In turn, this tradition is built upon the wider tradition from software                 

development that has established the purpose and value of tools such as an issue tracker within a                 

project. Furthermore, the rules and norms of agile methodologies establish a need for an open               

and accessible account of the project tasks, which is most often managed using an issue tracker                

as the key critical component that everyone has access to. The awareness of how to use it and for                   

what reason was much more established than for the Yammer group. For instance, it was               

possible to identify how the issue tracker had a much more prescriptive rule-base compared to               

the open and unspecified character of the Yammer group. 

In contrast, there was no established context nor rules and norms for using social media within                

software development. This does not necessarily exclude social media from finding purpose and             

meaning within projects, however as the results in this case showed, enterprise social media are               

open and flexible tools that can be used for a wide range of purposes, in both private and                  

professional contexts. It is up to users to make sense of the tools and how they best satisfy an                   
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unmet need within the work environment, or provide an improved experience over an existing              

solution.  

Rules and norms for sharing information between different tools  

The Yammer group was implemented as an innovative solution to prior problems that using              

email had caused. The main issue with email was that it defaults to a one-to-one form of                 

communication. Whilst group email is possible, it is still not a satisfactory solution when a group                

needs to share ongoing project information. This is in part due to everyone’s mailboxes being               

private (by design) and as a result threads of conversation are distributed and inaccessible.              

Should a new group member join a project, then they have little chance to browse the historical                 

conversations over this disjoint set of inboxes.  

The Yammer group was implemented as an innovative solution driven by the desire for more               

transparent information sharing across the project team. As agile methodologies demand open            

and continuous communication, platforms like Yammer become a potential option for facilitating            

information sharing. Furthermore, all members develop increased ambient awareness through          

passively monitoring the interactions of other group members. However, it was clear from the              

study that the rules and norms related to using the Yammer group were not settled. It was noted                  

how team members often tagged others in the Yammer group to generate an email notification.               

This action could be interpreted as a potential lack of trust that people would be present in                 

Yammer enough to read the posted information. Instead, members prefered to create a push              

notification which would update others about the specific post they were linked in. So on closer                

inspection, Yammer did not succeed in replacing email entirely for project communication,            

rather through the behaviour of the employees, both Yammer and email became intertwined, and              

working together. Despite these identified contradictions within the activity system, one major            

congruency was found in the activity system which will be presented in the next section.  

Congruency emerging from multiple mediating tools  

All the important forms of mediation, direct interaction, issue tracker and Yammer group were              

utilised in the project for information sharing, suggesting that they could mutually coexist. This              
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indicates that the Yammer group was satisfying some purpose, even if for only part of the project                 

lifecycle. To help look closer at this assemblage of mediating tools and to explain in more detail                 

which elements of the Yammer group helped to transform the object in this specific context,               

Kietzmann et al’s (2011) Honeycomb Model for social media will be used as an analytical lens.                

In this study, the Honeycomb Model is a complement to activity theory, and provided a means to                 

zoom in on the social media features of the different mediating tools in the project. This set of                  

social features have been described by Kietzmann et al (2011) as “building blocks” of social               

media, and used to examine different types of evolving platforms and the actions they mediate.               

The building blocks are not absolute, nor all present in each platform, however, they act as a                 

starting point in the analysis of social media and their characteristics in relation to people’s               

actions. Whilst activity theory has a strong focus on mediating tools within a social setting, it                

does not primarily focus on their material functionalities which shape behaviour. Although the             

Honeycomb model was created specifically to analyse and evaluate the functionality of different             

social media platforms (see Chp. 3), it will be used here to identify the ‘social features’ present                 

in both the issue-tracker and direct communication. The rationale is that if other mediating tools               

compete on certain social features, then there may be an overlap that leads to tension, or                

alternatively, they are complementary to each other (see Chp. 2). 

Modelling the mediating tools via the Honeycomb model 

The first step is to use the model as Kietzmann intended, and classify the main social features of                  

Yammer (see Fig. 6.5, left right). In general terms, Yammer can be viewed as a monolithic social                 

media platform, having a strong representation in most blocks (see Fig. 6.5, top right). However,               

based on the content analysis of the Yammer group posts from this specific study (see Sec.                

“What is being shared”), most of the posts concerned information sharing (see Table 6.2) and the                

generally short conversations that emerged from them. The bottom row of Fig. 6.5 shows the               

blocks where the Yammer group was most used in this study, sharing and conversations, as well                

as the rest of the blocks that did not carry any importance in this context. 
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Figure 6.5: Using the Honeycomb model (Kietzmann et al., 2011) to identify the capabilities of 

Yammer in general (top right), and how the Yammer Group (bottom row) was used in practice 

within a project. Darker blue colouring indicates strength in a particular block, whilst lighter blue 

indicates this block as being less important, and the dotted lines indicate less relevance. 

The next step is to model the remaining mediating tools in a similar fashion. As Fig. 6.6 shows,                  

direct interaction is judged to be strongest in terms of conversations and presence, as well as                

being represented to some degree in the remaining blocks, and the issue-tracker is strongest in               

terms of sharing, conversations and reputation, as well as being somewhat represented in the              

remaining blocks of the model. To simplify matters, the bottom row of Fig 6.6 takes the union of                  

the strongest features of both mediators. This combined model highlights the social features that              

are potentially well supported within the project. Finally, Fig. 6.7 sets the Yammer group and the                

combined model together to highlight the areas of overlap in sharing and conversations, which              
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highlights “hot-spots” where further expansion could provide some insight into the primary            

contradictions. 

 

Figure 6.6: Using the Honeycomb model for both direct interaction and the issue-tracker to 

identify their social features and their potential strengths. Taken together, the combined model 

reveals the hotspots where social features are well represented as well as the areas of 

underrepresentation. Purple (for direct interaction) and green (for issue tracker) colouring 

indicates strength in a particular block, whilst lighter versions indicates this block as being less 

important, and the dotted lines indicate less relevance. 
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Figure: 6.7: Side-by-side comparison of the Yammer group and the combined model of the other 

mediating tools used in the project, with both having overlapping representation in the sharing 

and conversation blocks. 

Sharing and conversations 

The project team shared information in both Yammer and the issue-tracker. For example, in the               

Yammer group, information was shared in an organic manner, where the team could move freely               

between, and cover a larger range of topics, resulting in a mixture of messages, pictures, links                

and presentations. This was useful at the start of the project, during periods of uncertainty and                

innovation where Yammer was a casual, non-committal medium to share ideas and opinions,             

however sometimes this also led to confusion over which project was under discussion. In              

contrast, information shared in the issue-tracker was structured, task-focused and domain           

specific. The issue-tracker was well established as the main tool for coordinating software             

development in the company. Over time, the information stored in the issue-tracker provided a              

rich history of the progress over the project life-cycle. A potential explanation for this apparent               

shift in use, is that Yammer was more suitable in terms of supporting casual information sharing,                

and as the project took shape, this requirement diminished, and the more formal information              

sharing via the issue-tracker increased in importance. 

In terms of conversations, all three mediating tools overlapped. Both the Yammer group and              

issue-tracker tended to support asynchronous conversations over a longer time frame, in contrast             
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to the synchronous, real-time conversations supported by direct interaction. Here, despite the            

overlap, there appears to be a natural complement between the mediators. As mentioned, the              

Yammer group was more useful in the early stages of the project and it satisfied the need for a                   

place to support asynchronous conversation. In the later stages of the project, this facilitation              

might have shifted to the issue-tracker, where comment threads are often attached to specific              

issues pertaining to the project development. Both provide the ability to archive and retrieve              

messages, and this was acknowledged as being useful for extracting client requirements and             

reviewing past decisions in the case of disagreement. In contrast, direct interaction was sustained              

throughout the project via formal meetings, informal desk meetings, and the use of chat services.               

It was by far the dominant form of conversation, in large part due to the contextual factors, such                  

as the small size of team and physical co-location within the same office. Despite the differences,                

all three mediating tools appear as complements to each other - not explicitly organised as such,                

but organically achieving orchestration, in support of the constant as well as changing             

information sharing needs. 

Remaining blocks: groups, identity, relationships, presence, and reputation 

The remaining blocks of the model were less relevant for a number of reasons. In short, groups,                 

identity, and relationships were unimportant, as the team was relatively small, co-located, and             

everyone could meet and talk to each other face-to-face. Group formation was not necessary and               

ad-hoc, informal groups occurred naturally in the office via direct interaction. However, in larger              

settings, such as the entire company, group formation via enterprise social media would be more               

significant, either by creating project-level or role-specific groups. In terms of identity, social             

networks like Yammer are strong in allowing users to build their profile, much the same as                

Facebook. However, in this case, identity was less important, as team members were co-located              

and could talk to each other face-to-face. Thus, the strength of social media to allow individuals                

to share their identities and ‘disclose personal information’ never played a relevant role in the               

project. Relationships, along with sharing, are perhaps the most significant features that            

characterise social media. However, at this scale of project and given the physical co-location,              

the potential of managing relationships via Yammer was simply not required. Instead, direct             
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interaction was the main way in which the team socialised, built relationships and reached a               

shared understanding.  

In this project, the aspect of presence was totally dominated by direct interaction; the team were                

all co-located and there was little need for digital tools to convey what was already achievable by                 

glancing around the working environment. Had the project been larger or physically distributed             

across multiple sites, then perhaps the digital tools may have had increased purpose and              

usefulness. Despite Yammer possessing several features to help users model their presence, such             

as the contact list with online indicator, it was not critical given the immediacy and simplicity of                 

direct interaction. 

In this type of project, the most significant representation of reputation was via the issue tracker.                

It was the final word on who posted issues, who discussed them, and who collaborated together                

to resolve and close them. Whilst there was some activity in the Yammer group, and some                

project members were more active than others, it is hard to judge if this activity translated into an                  

improved reputation. Incidentally, there were a limited amounts of likes in the posts shared in               

Yammer that could give some indication of other’s appreciation of the content. Finally, as one               

would expect, direct interaction on a daily basis would build and maintain reputation within the               

group, especially given the small size of the team under consideration here; everyone can              

maintain an image of everyone else, and there is no need for an external reference or indicators                 

that social media might provide. 

Summary 

This chapter has presented the findings of the adoption, use and integration of a Yammer group                

in a small, software development project within the studied company. Applying activity theory,             

the project was modelled as a single activity system. Furthermore, each of the key mediating               

tools used within the project (Yammer Group, Issue Tracker, Direct Interaction) were described             

in depth, and their main contributions towards information sharing were identified.  

The following contradictions within the activity systems emerged: Differing levels of enthusiasm            

for using Yammer between project members; lack of established rules and norms to use              
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enterprise social media in a project in contrast to established software development tools; and              

different strategies to resolving the tension between group communication and direct           

communication. In terms of congruency, the findings showed that the multiple mediating tools             

could coexist within a single project. In order to dive into the details of this coexistence, the                 

Honeycomb model, for analysing social media by their key features, was used to identify where               

the Yammer group found its place and purpose within the project lifecycle. These findings will               

be further expanded upon in Chp. 8 where the findings from this study and the study to be                  

presented in Chp. 7 will be discussed in detail. 

In the next chapter, the focus will move from one single, project to the wider company where                 

several activity systems will be presented as a network of activities.  
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Chapter 7 

Enterprise social media across projects 
This chapter presents the empirical data from the study analysed through the lens of activity               

theory of how enterprise social media were used across projects within Nordserv. The previous              

chapter discussed how a Yammer group was used within a single software development project              

for sharing information within the team. Here, the focus shifts to information sharing mediated              

through enterprise social media at the boundaries of project work and business processes within              

the company. 

During the period of the study, NordServ made use of a number of enterprise social media, i.e. a                  

wiki, a forum and social network (Yammer), for a range of work and social purposes (see Chp. 5                  

for an overview). To better link this use to what people were doing in the company, activity                 

theory was applied to model the different business processes as activity systems with their own               

specific objects. Furthermore, in order to explore if enterprise social media were acting as a               

stabilizing force within the company, or leading to more complexity and fragmentation, a             

collection of congruencies and contradictions were identified from the qualitative data. 

The remainder of the chapter is structured as follows. The first section presents the three activity                

systems in focus (Development, Sales and Production Management) and their respective focal            

and peripheral objects. This is followed by description of their interrelationship and shared object              

in software projects, modeled as a network of activity systems. The second section presents the               

identified congruencies that emerged as a result of the use of enterprise social media, followed               

by the resulting contradictions in section three. The fourth section provides insights upon the              

aspects of socialisation that emerged from the analysis of the qualitative data. Finally the chapter               

concludes with a discussion of the implications of the findings in the light of previous research. 
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Identification of three activity systems and their shared object 

The purpose of this section is to present the three activity systems and their objects that were                 

included in the analysis of enterprise social media use within NordServ. As described in Chp. 5,                

the company was structured around a number of business processes, rather than being divided              

into functional units, and employees were sometimes involved in several business processes.            

According to Engeström (2008), an organisation can be modelled at different levels of             

abstraction; from an entire organisation to independent departments, units or teams. In order to              

better understand how enterprise social media were used for work, a limited selection of              

NordServ’s business processes were modelled and conceptualised as activity systems. The           

choice to adopt business processes as activity system was motivated by the fact that this was how                 

NordServ viewed, organised, and described their work which provided a useful anchoring point             

when, for instance, interviewing employees about their typical tasks and responsibilities. In            

addition, this division was also suitable as it allowed for comparisons across different types of               

work within a manageable frame of reference and focus. However, as with all forms of               

modelling, this is an abstraction of a much more complex reality, which has the consequence that                

some details may be lost in process. 

All three activity systems that were identified for the purpose of this study were important for                

NordServ’s commercial success and survival (see Fig. 7.1). As developing software solutions            

was the primary function and core business of the company, the Development activity system,              

Development, was identified as crucial for the analysis. Two further activity systems, which both              

filled a valuable role in the support of Development, were identified: Sales and Production              

Management. In short, the work within Development focused on the creation of software             

solutions that satisfied clients’ specifications. Sales was concerned with client satisfaction and            

successful projects, which Production Management also was, but from a more economic            

perspective caring for budgets, resource allocations and skills of employees in projects. Besides,             

these three activity systems appeared in most software development projects within NordServ,            

which is a further reason to why they were chosen as the main focus of the study. 
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Figure 7.1: The interrelated network of activity systems and their shared object. 

In the following sections, each activity system will be described in terms of their object, subject,                

rules and norms, community, division of labour and tools as part of the activity system analysis.                

With regards to the object of each activity system, a distinction was made between the focal                

object, i.e. the main motivation that is driving the activity system, and peripheral object, i.e. the                

secondary motivation within the activity system that is related to but not necessarily dependent              

on the focal object. As activity systems typically can have a multiplicity of objects, and within                

this there is possibly of a superordinate object that constitutes the explicit purpose of the activity                

system (Williams & Hummelbrunner, 2010), the decision was taken to divide objects into focal              

and peripheral to reflect this. For example, software developers are motivated to build software              

solutions within their current project, but at the same time, they have the secondary motivation to                

document and share important information with other developers in the company that may             

benefit future projects. 

Analysis of Development activity system 

The focal object of the development activity system (Development) was to create functional             

software solutions that satisfied specifications and advanced the state of projects, however the             

153 



 

definition of ‘functional’ had some variation depending upon the constraints that developers            

faced: 

There are two ways of writing code. You can write ugly or elegant. Or rather, you can write                  

something that is actually working and you can write elegant. Because, most often, you won’t               

have time to both write elegant and get it to work as your available hours are limited. You can’t                   

sit and think for three days on one line [of code]. You can’t do as Kafka, he wrote five books                    

during his entire lifetime [...] If you want to deliver, there is something that is called “worse is                  

better”. It means, it’s better to deliver and make changes later to avoid long development times. If                 

you look at any project, you will find things [solutions] that no one is proud of and everybody                  

knows that it’s bad but there is no time to fix it as there are more important stuff. It works but it’s                      

not beautiful. Nobody is proud of it. (P.M) 

A second, more peripheral object was to document useful knowledge (e.g., tutorials and reusable              

components developed as part of larger client solutions) for future use by other developers in               

other projects. 

A component is something that we hope to re-use so it brings value [...] so that it is possible to put                     

together a number of components to create something, but then we might need something else for                

another purpose and then we can re-use some of those components that we used in the other                 

project and put together in another way so they fulfill another goal. (P.X)  

The subject in the Development activity system were employees related to the process of              

producing software solutions in projects, commonly referred to as developers. In the            

development activity system, employees conducted a number of actions e.g. requirements           

analysis, system design, coding, information searching and sharing, discussion, review, and           

documentation. As part of developing software, many tasks were collaboratively performed; for            

instance developers would review each other's code and solve technical problems together. The             

importance of working together with other developers was stressed by one of them: 

If you sit alone in a project, it's hard to be completely sure that it's the best solution until you talk                     

to someone else. It becomes quite easy to miss out the holistic perspective. Other’s input is very                 

important [...] Working in a group is kind of essential, as I see it. (P.M)  

154 

 

The rules and norms that guided Development were project specific arrangements, such as the              

agile software development methodology, formal and informal work practices and a shared            

interest in technology-related topics. The community of Development consisted of other           

colleagues within the Nordserv in different roles as well as client representatives. When             

developing software based on the agile methodology, clients would influence, co-create and            

prioritise solutions through their feedback. Work tasks, or division of labour, were organised in              

relation to projects, and developers commonly worked on several projects in parallel.            

Furthermore, it was not uncommon that developers took on different roles within other activity              

systems, typically Sales. In addition, within Development, there was also a focus on billable              

hours in terms of their work. Tasks that generated profit through clients had the highest priority,                

and employees reported working hours via a time management system: “It is in the culture that                

billable hours always goes first. Clients’ work is the most important!” (P.N). This meant that               

developers somehow had to prioritise amongst their tasks, and this could cause some conflicts as               

employees also wanted to work on on internal projects and initiatives within NordServ.  

Developers were found to have a high dependency on tools to support their information sharing               

needs; these included established ICTs (email, intranet, chat), software development systems           

(version control system) and social media platforms (social networks, forum, wiki). As one             

developer noted: 

For this [software development] you need information or knowledge about different methods,            

tools and so on that relate to what can we do and how. Then you also need information on that we                     

are actually doing, what we do in different projects, the status on our own components and own                 

code. (P.C) 

Developers’ information needs ranged from basic operational information, linked to specific           

projects or tasks, to strategic information on how to improve their work practices in the future.                

During development, fast and direct communication was needed to solve problems quickly. To             

support current situation awareness, developers needed information on what tasks had been            

completed and what the next task would be. Much of this information needed to be shared in a                  

structured, transparent way, that required the use of specific software development tools, e.g.             
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issue-tracker and version control system. Developers also needed background information in           

order to understand why previous design-related decisions had been made, as well as             

documentation for all components that had been developed in-house and re-used across projects.             

Information sharing was also needed between projects. Developers needed to know what other             

developers were working on (to avoid reinventing the wheel by solving problems that had              

already been solved previously in other projects). Finally, there was also the need to maintain               

horizon scanning, beyond the company boundary and into the wider field of software             

development and technology. 

Sales activity system 

The sales activity system (Sales) concerned the discovery and retention of client business in              

projects. The focal object of Sales was to ensure client satisfaction throughout projects, acting as               

an intermediary between NordServ and the clients. Typically, sales representatives were in            

contact with existing and potential clients to identify and manage their needs, and liaised with               

NordServ’s project teams within Development. Sales representatives could also take on the of             

mediator if there were problems or issues in a project: “I often take the position that ‘if you want                   

to whine about something or complain about the quality or communication, how it is              

experienced’ then I try to take the side of the customer” (P.E). 

A peripheral object of Sales was to scan for future sales opportunities. Within Sales, employees               

faced a high degree of uncertainty in their work as the development of current and new projects                 

were dynamic and ongoing. Predictions were difficult to make and dependent on identifying new              

business opportunities:  

With the things we do, it is quite difficult to have a longer term view [...] we don’t know what we                     

will do in half a year. Everything is dependent upon us to make new businesses and develop new                  

ideas for our clients. (P.E)  

Sales also encouraged everyone in the company to be actively thinking about sales in order to                

become a ‘sales-oriented organisation’ as expressed by a sales representative: “I am trying to              

collaborate with as many people as possible and involve as many as I can in this process. It is                   

156 

 

critical to get this office working” (P.E). A similar view was shared by another sales               

representative: “Everyone is selling in the company. Everyone is the company in its             

communication with clients. It's not one person's responsibility, but it's everyone’s           

responsibility” (P.D). Hence, Sales worked both operationally in terms of facilitating a satisfying             

project delivery as well as strategically to develop future sales strategies. 

The subject of Sales were employees who had a formal sales responsibility. Responsibilities             

included working as a process owner in a local office, or as a joint sales representative/project                

manager/developer within software development. Typical actions within the activity system          

were: contact and communicate with current and potential clients, identification of client’s initial             

project specification, mediating between clients and project teams, and interpretation of the            

companies’ different projects and service in order to identify new business opportunities. 

When a project was initiated, Sales worked closely with both Production Management and             

Development, and shared information on initial project ideas, resource-related issues and the            

setup of a project team (community). Subsequently, in projects, sales representatives were the             

first to gather basic information about clients’ needs and requirements. That information was             

then shared with Production Management as well as with the prospected project manager and              

team in Development. The aim was to translate client’s requirements into a project specification              

that could be implemented and developed: This was a critical task that came with a burden of                 

responsibility to deliver on promises: “In some way, what we sell must be translated into               

something we can do” (P.E). This was stressed by another participant: “This must be done at all                 

consulting companies. There must be a sale and production sync. I promise customers something              

and say ‘Yes, we can’ so I have to make sure I’ve talked with production” (P.O). 

Work within Sales was guided by rules and norms, such as project specific agreements, sales               

style (relationships-based) and formal and informal work practice. participants related to Sales            

expressed that they took on a relationship-based approach to sales where trust was the              

foundation. Personal relationships were often developed between sales representatives and          

clients, and this close contact was highly valued, but also led to conflicts, as one participant                

disclosed in terms of having a personal responsibility over a successful project outcome. 
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I think it's very difficult to pass on the project idea [...] It's my baby and I'm often worried about                    

the details [...] It's about building a relationship with a client and making them trust us and feel                  

confident with us, and initially that relationship is personal. Then it will be transferred to the                

organisation and other people will get involved. It can then become a little bit awkward because                

you have sold a concept and then the delivery has become bad and the client says, “this was not                   

what you promised”. (P.O) 

Much of the information sharing actions were related to making sense of the overall project               

environment in the office. “There is a great need to stay up to date all the time as doing so will                     

improve the ability to sell significantly” (P.E). For instance, the types of information shared and               

discussed included: what is the current situations in our projects, has anything changed, are there               

new clients coming in, are there projects that need extra resources and attention, are there areas                

for development such as the possibility of a follow-up project. Information sharing related to              

different projects took place daily, informally, as well as formally through fixed meetings. There              

were also routines in place concerning how to hand over projects from Sales to Production and                

Development, but it was mentioned that they were not always followed. For instance, within              

NordServ, there was a formal rule that each completed project had to produce a “go-live”               

presentation that aimed to share the most recognisable experiences from the project. However,             

this was not always complied for various reasons. One participant involved both in Sales and               

Development reported: 

The project manager has the responsibility to conduct one [go-live presentation] as part of closing               

the project. It is high-level information about the project and its outcome. Basically, it is a                

deliverable that only sales benefit from, hence it gets forgotten or not prioritised. (P.K)  

In terms of division of labour, Sales organised their work quite independently from the rest of                

project teams. However, they were sometimes accompanied by developers who participated in            

sales meetings in order to bring more technical knowledge into a sales event. It was also a way to                   

get junior consultant to better understand how business was conducted within NordServ and how              

the company represented itself. Sales also took part in project meetings and other client related               

158 

 

interaction when needed. In terms of sales representatives across the wider company, there was              

limited collaboration between them that was evident. 

Finally, the sales activity system was mediated using a range of tools, and the customer               

relationship management system was the most critical, accompanied by more traditional ICTs            

such as email, chat, phone and Skype. Sales also participated in formal and informal review               

meetings meetings with Production Management and Development to grasp what had been done             

and whether there were potential opportunities for expansion and exploitation with other clients.             

Compared to Development, Yammer was used less for sharing information with other sales             

representatives across the company, instead it was used by individual sales representatives            

motivated by their own interest:  

Yes, Sales do not use Yammer. That's something I've learned now. You have to use the right tool,                  

and the right channel for the right people [...] There is an email list and there’s a group, Sales                   

Management, I think it's called, in Yammer. If I send out something on Yammer, I will not get as                   

much answers and as much input as I send something on the mailing list [...] I do not know if it's                     

of age to do or culture or as if the sellers are so focused At just what they work with, they do not                       

have the habit of entering. I do not know exactly what it is due to but it is a cultural difference.                     

(P.N) 

Nevertheless, social media, such as LinkedIn and Facebook, were more commonly used within             

Sales, and exploited for the purpose of environmental scanning and identifying business            

opportunities. 

Production Management activity system 

The focal object of the production management activity system (Production Management) was            

similar to Sales in terms of satisfying clients in projects, but approached from a more economic                

perspective. The main interest was to ensure that provision of resources was sufficient and that               

projects stayed within budget. A tension identified between Production Management and Sales            

was finding a balance within client relationships, as identified by a production manager: 
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The salesperson wants to keep the client happy at all costs because he sees them as a potential                  

client further down the line. Production may see this strategic situation, but also needs to ensure                

short-term profitability as well as consider long term 'potential'. (P.H)  

Furthermore, an important peripheral object was maintaining a general situational awareness in            

the company to help inform resource allocation decisions and other modifications in projects.             

Similar to Sales, subjects of Production Management dealt with a lot of uncertainty; predictions              

were difficult, changes occurred suddenly and there was a perpetual requirement to make sense              

of and map out situations as they emerged, whilst also attempting to maintain and improve               

practice. This involved a high level of coordination with other production managers across             

Nordserv. The object related to the production manager’s role as a hub within Nordserv, who had                

to make strategic decisions that could cause conflict with the objects of other activity systems: 

An example of a tension is that a project manager has a budget and he is getting pressure from the                    

production manager to stay on budget, but at the same time developers are not happy doing                

work-arounds or quick fixes that they think are inferior solutions. (P.H)  

The subject of Production Management were employees involved in and with responsibilities for             

the production management process. This was a small number of people, and generally, each              

office within NordServ had their own dedicated production manager, and in this study this was               

participant H. 

Much work within Production Management happened on a case-by-case basis in projects and             

was focused towards ongoing operational needs (division of labour). This involved coordination            

within and between different offices and their respective production managers and projects. For             

instance: “I talk to project managers based on needs and changes, requirements and demands [...]               

that’s an input of both resource needs and financial information of how the coming X period of                 

time will be” (P.H) Production managers in different offices supported each other a great deal,               

and work was conducted in smaller constellations: “There is a lot of linkage between the               

production work I do and other production managers” (P.H). Production managers were hubs             

within NordServ, but the responsibility was shared amongst other employees: “We are in a quite               
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flat organisation so I might be quite centrally placed but I don’t feel that everything is on my                  

shoulder or my responsibility. That would soon cause me to break”. (P.H) 

In terms of rules and norms, Production Management had tried to implement check-lists to              

formalise procedures, but it had not turned out well. Instead employees had a lot of freedom to                 

judge situations and act on it: 

Because we are in an industry that is changing quite rapidly we react very quickly then sometimes                 

these checklists are meaningless because they are changing all the time anyway. So the general               

positioning we may or try to have is - ok, we provide a framework or guidelines - but of course                    

you do it the way you see it best to ensure make money and customer is happy. (P.H) 

There also was collaboration with sales representatives around existing and future clients            

(community): “I have this syncing, as I said, with [production managers] regularly [...] and also               

from a local perspective have biweekly lunch and a follow up meeting, basically have lunch and                

then a meeting that goes afterwards, with [Sales] so have a good view of [one of the offices]”                  

(P.H). Critical information for Production Management included: which projects are in need of             

resources, who is available, which competences are present or absent, project configurations, and             

recruitment status. In addition, an important factor was maintaining awareness of which            

resources had been allocated and for how long. Sales kept Production Management informed             

about opportunities and new projects as well as details around project setups, such as scope, goal,                

price, and key stakeholders. Project managers also shared information around issues like: device             

status, status of the project, budget issues and time changes. Individual employees also shared              

their worked hours with the production manager via a time management system. In total, this               

interaction was guided by formal and regular work practices, and routines but also empowerment              

to make people take own responsibility and share information. 

Tools used in Production Management were typically traditional: regular synchronisation          

meetings, informal meetings and office talk, email, Excel, document management systems,           

intranet services, online chat, time management systems, and the CRM: “We have a number of               

tools you could say we use. We use, for example, Excel to get an overview of the pipeline. So,                   

how much businesses is coming up and do we need to recruit or find some kind of competence”                  
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(P.H). Many of these tools were used in order to maintain an overview of situations. For                

instance, an email list had been initiated where the different production managers could share              

their current situation with each other:  

It’s quite dynamic and the email thread does help cause it’s an overall view of status. There is, I                   

can’t remember, there are four bullet points, one is kind of “project you need help on”. Another                 

one is “people that you’ve got spare” and another one is “just a general high-level view on how                  

we see things of recruitment and possibilities and things like that”. So it’s a snapshot view every                 

couple of weeks of how things are going, if you need help or can give help. (P.H)  

The Production manager did not use any enterprise social media to communicate with other              

production managers. There had been discussions between production managers about creating a            

group in Yammer where shared information could have been stored in one place. However,              

traditional tools were judged to have been sufficient for sharing and accessing information.  

We thought about other communication channels, I raised it with [other production managers],             

should we have a Yammer group for example, and discussed these things but decision was not to                 

do on anything on that. It is just as easy to communicate on Lync and things like that. (P.H)  

Even though enterprise social media were less used in the activity system, they still served some                

purposes which will be discussed further in the later sections. 

Towards a shared object across project work 

The shared object of the three activity systems was the successful completion of projects. As               

described above, the three activity systems had different motivations when working in projects,             

such as the client relationship, the quality of the software solution, and a positive financial               

outcome. This can be described as interrelated activity systems (see Chp. 3) which share and               

construct an object in a network configuration. Whilst the efforts of the three activity systems               

contributed towards the shared object, they had different focal and peripheral objects making the              

shared object complex, fragmented and multifaceted (see Fig. 7.2). This became evident during             

the interviews with a production manager: 
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I think the business goals are slightly different based on which process you’re in. So in here                 

[pointing at the sales process diagram], customer satisfaction is probably the highest one. If              

you’re in here [Production Management], then the profitability variable is highest. (P.H)  

Furthermore, due to the fluid structure of Nordserv, employees often took multiple roles, and              

conflicts of interest between activity systems could occur, as one employee whose work bridged              

both Sales and Development described: “There are some tensions between the different offices             

or different processes, fights about resources, fights about who should do what and who should               

be responsible for that” (P.N). Another sales representative confirmed the challenge of creating a              

shared view: “I feel a little bit like the sales and the production process live in slightly separate                  

worlds” (P.R). The sales representative experienced that developers were too focused on            

technical solutions and cared less about clients: “It is not interesting for them which client they                

are working for or what they do, they will work on their solution regardless of what type of                  

company it is” (P.R). This was also confirmed by an employee who was engaged in the sales                 

process: “Sales only want to sell, they want to be out and sell and don’t have much time.                  

Production [software development] is fully committed with developing” (P.D). 

Due to the complexity of the shared object it was important to bind the different objects tightly                 

together, indicating that they were closely related yet still specific to one or more activity system.                

Therefore, the shared object can be interpreted as a set of focal and peripheral objects linked to                 

specific activity systems (see Fig. 7.2). This interpretations allows for more detailed insights to              

be developed into how enterprise social media mediated and supported work activities. Having             

identified the three activity systems and their shared object, the following section will investigate              

the mediating role of enterprise social media throughout the activity systems, with a closer              

analysis of the contradictions and congruencies to help illuminate opportunities for change and             

development in projects. 
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Figure 7.2: Summary of three interrelated activity systems and their objects for project work in 

the company. Triangles denote the activity systems; the dotted oval denotes the shared object; 

and white ovals are focal objects and darker grey ovals are peripheral objects of each activity 

system.  

Congruency surrounding enterprise social media  

In order to go deeper into the analysis of the three activity systems and their use of enterprise                  

social media, the concept of congruency was applied. Congruency is a concept within activity              

theory that annotates temporary stabilisation and reproduction, rather than change in activity            

systems (Allen et al., 2013). In the following analysis, it has been applied to identify               

circumstances and situations in activity systems where enterprise social media led to harmony             

and stabilised activities. The following areas of congruency were identified and will be further              

elaborated below: Engaging with multiple tools; avoiding redundant effort, preserving internal           

knowledge, increasing horizon scanning as well as bridging activity systems.  

Engaging with multiple tools 

Within Development, a notable congruency was the use of enterprise social media for sharing              

information with other developers in the activity. This relates to the rules and norms of               
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NordServ, and the Development activity system in particular, where the majority of employees             

could be described as ‘early adopters’ of new ICTs. The outcome of using enterprise social               

media to share information was an increased transparency in inter-project communication           

amongst developers but also, to some extent, in relation to the community and the wider               

company. One developer even considered active use of enterprise social media as a sign of               

individual’s motivation and development: “One assumes somewhat that people interested in           

learning new things are there [in Yammer]” (P.N). Whilst no strict rules existed in NordServ               

linked to enterprise social media use, this quote hints that there might have been implicit               

expectations in place which governed the behaviour of developers. 

Furthermore, developers displayed an awareness of how the different types of enterprise social             

media could be used for different levels of quality of information sharing. They reported a higher                

expectation of quality for information shared in the forum, when compared to Yammer. Forum              

posts were both longer and more thoroughly formulated, whereas Yammer posts were shorter             

and less “packaged”. Developers seemed to have an intuitive understanding of expectations on             

style and content in the forum (rules and norms). One developer noted, “that is just how people                 

think, that in a forum, one has to formulate more” (P.B). Furthermore, they explained:              

“Compared a forum to Facebook, on Facebook you may write whatever. However, nobody will              

post a funny pic in the forum. But there are people doing that in Yammer” (P.B). 

Avoiding redundant effort 

As the company was growing, concerns had been raised in terms of conducting the same work                

because there was no clear means to capture what had been done, and what had not. For                 

example, one employee remarked how the growing company size spread over five offices was              

beginning to reveal this information challenge: 

It's only now that we're over 100 employees and have five offices. It is now it really starts to                   

become clear what shortcomings we have [...] we do the same things over and over again. It's                 

very common to stand there and ‘what, have you done this too’? (P.J)  
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In response, developers were aware that sharing of best practices and lessons learnt amongst              

other developers were important. This contributed to the peripheral object of Development such             

that the knowledge base was developed alongside the focal object (software solution).            

Consequently, this helped the division of labour within the activity system as future developers              

benefited from previous efforts.  

For example, one developer reported the practice of reaching out via Yammer specifically to              

discover if similar things had been already done by others: “I search if someone has done                

something similar in the past. If if no one has, I will post a question [in Yammer]” (P.S), or if                    

there was anyone having a particular competence that could be useful in new projects: 

I had a customer who were interested to know more about [a topic] and I didn’t know anything                  

what had been done previously and I don’t know if we ever did this in some projects. So then I                    

asked in yammer and [my colleague] said “well we haven’t done exactly but we have done with                 

these customers something related, you can tell the customer that you can also use this and this,                 

it’s not the same, but it’s something related”, so it was really a useful comment. (P.S)  

Furthermore, it was common to share updates and news in Yammer, such as: “We’ve used this                

thing, it’s awesome, you should also use it” (P.G), and linking to other enterprise social media,                

for instance: “We have done this, for more information, check it out on the wiki” (P.F). Such                 

information was valuable to gain new skills, ideas and inspirations: “People are very driven and               

interested in what's happening; people post a lot of links to blogs and articles that are relevant.                 

You want to be at the forefront” (P.C). The open sharing of information on enterprise social                

media also prevented people from “reinventing the wheel”. Previously, an incident occurred            

where two offices developed the same technical solution without knowing about each other’s             

efforts. 

We have done some things wrong [...] developed the same type of component for different               

clients, but done it separately. And we didn’t know what they had done in [one office] and vice                  

versa. (P.N)  
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Preserving internal knowledge 

Another congruency within Development was the preservation of technical information about           

in-house developed components in the wiki. Sharing information in the wiki contributes towards             

the peripheral object of Development, which is the attempt to build up a knowledge base for                

future development activities. In this case, developers were benefiting from prior knowledge            

when creating new software solutions. This congruency was linked to rules and norms, division              

of labour, and tools within the activity system. When developers build software solutions, they              

depended upon on reusing and extending existing code (e.g. a software component) because it              

was costly to start from scratch. Using the wiki for sharing information was compatible with the                

common practice of reuse in software development (rules and norms) as a means to support               

division of labour across project work. In particular this was very valuable for new employees to                

access in-house produced information that was not available from external sources. This was an              

example of the increased possibility to reproduce the activity internally in a coherent way              

amongst developers. A recently recruited developer remarked that: “Sometimes when you have            

questions, when there is something new, and you don’t want to disturb anyone, or my coding                

buddy is not here, then it’s good to have the wiki” (P.P). Other information shared in the wiki                  

related to best practices and ‘how-to’ guides. Information in the wiki had a more ‘complete’ feel,                

and was more static compared with other enterprise social media, such as the forum or Yammer.  

The structure is as follows [in the wiki]: here are the components, information about them and                

you can click on a component and get information on who is involved, how to use it, and                  

potential developments. The things you write here are always available. It is not discussions [...]               

You could use the Yammer pages for it but [...] it is more persistent information. (P.C)  

Most developers seemed to share the view that the forum was suitable to use for longer                

discussions with attached code snippets, as a complement to the documentation on the wiki,              

whilst in Yammer, such functionality was less supported, and it was difficult to re-find              

information: 
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Information in Yammer is very short-lived [...] no one will see it the day after. In relation to the                   

forum, the purpose is to create documentation for a half of year ahead [...] there you will be able                   

to see “ah, we took this design decision related to one of our software components”. (P.M) 

Yammer is more transient. Threads disappear and are difficult to retrieve [...] no one cares what                

happened five days ago [...] But the forum should be more persistent. You will be able to see the                   

decisions made a year ago. [...] we have the discussions both in the forum and on Yammer, and it                   

often happens that someone is saying “can we not move this to the forum”. (P.F)  

Despite the benefit of using Yammer, participants did not struggle to identify its limitations and               

when other systems were more appropriate, as one participant succinctly summarised: “I think             

Yammer is a good tool but sometimes it’s difficult to kind of get answers of quality” (P.S). 

Increasing horizon scanning 

Within both Sales and Production Management, a congruency emerged in terms of using             

enterprise social media (mostly Yammer) for horizon scanning linked to their respective            

peripheral objects; Sales was oriented towards future clients and Production Management           

towards situation awareness. In both cases, there was a dependency upon the wider community              

to actively share information on Yammer about their progress.  

In particular, Sales used horizon scanning in a proactive and strategic manner and had a clear                

motive towards finding new client opportunities via enterprise social media: “I think Yammer is              

extremely good because you can get insight into quite a variety of things” (P.E). The importance                

of Yammer was also reflected in its presence as a tool throughout the working day: “I don’t think                  

a day passes without commenting or posting in Yammer [...] I'm watching it quite often. It is                 

always open in some window” (P.E), and also, “One has to read it [Yammer] every day to                 

understand what is happening. That's the best way to get information around here!” (P.D).              

Finally, Yammer was seen as a place that the majority of employees were present, but the level                 

of activity was not a threat of creating information overload: “I think we have an organisation                

that fits [with Yammer]. It's quite a lot of people who use it and so far, it’s not too much to                     

handle [...] I think most of the things shared there are relevant” (P.E). 
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Sales also made use of external social media (e.g. Facebook and LinkedIn) in order to identify                

future business. Part of the rules and norms of Sales was to “be where clients are”, and due to the                    

impact of social media in society at large, these platforms had been identified as important. For                

sales representatives, being part of online groups was seen as a benefit where potential clients               

were present and communicating with each other. In these dialogues, Sales discovered valuable             

client information and contacts, which facilitated further sales activities. However, in both            

networks, Sales representatives adopted a passive and cautious communication strategy.          

Facebook and LinkedIn were not places that Sales directly promoted the company; as one sales               

representative person expressed, one small mistake in such public spaces could result in severe              

consequences to the company’s image. 

There are different Facebook groups where interesting discussions are going on. You can identify              

exciting contacts. Although the important thing is not to sell there [...] You have to be careful how                  

you express yourself. You can’t go there and start talking about offers and selling. Then you’re                

screwed and will be thrown out. (P.E)  

Production Management used Yammer similarly to take the pulse - to find out what was going                

on within the company. The purpose was to stay up-to-date and identify current issues.  

The comments I make and the responses to that, it’s generally part of normally my work. If I’ve                  

got an opinion it’s probably related to something I’m doing or something I feel I should have an                  

opinion about. And then other stuff, I’m trying to think of an example but it can be something that                   

comes up on Yammer and I would be like “yeah, that’s a good point”. Maybe then I spend a wee                    

part of my own time whether it’s important things. (P.H)  

This was part of the division of labour of Production Management as problems, struggles and               

concerns, in projects and in general, were likely to be detected in conversations between              

employees held in enterprise social media. For instance, Yammer was used as follows:  

To get an overall feel of what has been discussed, what is coming up, what is interesting, what are                   

people happy about, or not so happy about? Lots of different things. I find it very interesting.                 

(P.H)  
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Another form of passive monitoring of Yammer was to review the state of overall progress,               

mainly after regular working hours at home: 

I mean I quite often catch up in the evening on what’s been going on [...] So things specifically                   

assigned to me, then I would look at that. If I’m on a thread, if I’m on a discussion, but generally I                      

just look at everything to be honest. I just have a ‘oh, what’s this about, what’s that about’                  

curiosity. (P.H) 

Bridging activity systems 

NordServ depended on good practices of sharing to be successful in their business: “There is a                

huge need for knowledge sharing within the company in general” (P.J). Especially the sharing of               

project related information. “It’s the foundation for our continued survival and growth” (P.J).             

Within NordServ, enterprise social media were found to help link the three activity systems              

together and created more opportunities for employees to connect with each other. 

Yammer was the most prevalent tool for creating a shared information space between all activity               

systems. It was where people with different work duties and competences met around work and               

other issues, and it provided a common point of convergence where different undertakings were              

made explicit. Consequently, interaction on Yammer could often be the seed for new             

opportunities between activity systems, as reported by a developer: 

We convey much of what we do to the sales team so they can use it in other projects. Someone                    

might say [on Yammer] “now, this project went live, we have these cool features”. Then sales                

will say “oh, tell us more” and then there might be an email or meeting, but it is there [Yammer]                    

that the initial benefits emerge. (P.G) 

This highlights a clear link between the objects of two activity systems: by contributing towards               

the peripheral object of Development, i.e. building a knowledge base by sharing information on              

enterprise social media, the peripheral object of Sales, i.e. developing future business            

opportunities benefited from the mutual shared space for information sharing that Yammer            

provided. This was reflected and reinforced in the following quote from Sales: 
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What's good with Yammer is that I can read about things that are quite technical and get insights                  

into it. Even though I'm not there myself, I can understand other things and I'm exposed to                 

different discussions that happen around the organisation, which I think is very important. Should              

the discussions take place somewhere else, even if they are only technical, then there is a risk of                  

building small clusters of people talking to each other. (P.E)  

Furthermore, Yammer also provided an efficient way to share information, locate expertise and             

track past experiences, providing ambient awareness of the wider company: 

The important thing is that I get indirect contact with people from another office that I would                 

usually not meet [...] I can read about what they write on technical stuff. At least I get a face and                     

some lines of text, things that create a working relationship to that person. So even if I read                  

another person’s question and answer that doesn’t directly link to my work, it gives me a feeling                 

for that person or an indirect working relationship. (P.F)  

Yammer was appreciated by many employees and was considered to be a more effective means               

of sharing information across the company. For example, Production Management saw the value             

of Yammer as the company was growing rapidly. As production managers are hubs within the               

offices, employees asked them for previous experiences such as, “have we done this before?”,              

“does anyone have experience in...?”, or “has anyone else had this problem?”. In these situations,               

employees were redirected to Yammer since it was much faster and took less effort. 

I like it because, as I said, things are changing all the time, we have worked with hundreds and                   

hundreds of projects now [...] No one person is going to know that [what has been worked on                  

before]. It’s changing all the time because we are getting more people, more offices, it’s changing                

quicker, quicker, quicker, quicker. There’s one argument here saying, “ok, do you want             

somebody to just spend the whole day just updating what it is we did yesterday”? (P.H)  

In summary, it was evident that enterprise social media contributed towards achieving            

stabilisation and reproduction through these congruencies. However, as the next section will            

address, they also contributed towards contradictions that indicated tensions and opportunities           

for change. 
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Contradictions surrounding enterprise social media 

In contrast to congruency, the concept of contradictions in activity theory points towards change              

and development, because activities are unstable and disharmonious in their nature (Engeström            

& Miettinen, 1999). It is possible to capture this development by “tracing disruptions, troubles,              

and innovations at the level of concrete modes of the activity, both historical and current”               

(Engeström, 1993, p. 72). It should be noted that contradictions are not problematic in the               

traditional sense, neither good nor bad, but changing and developing forces that offer a lens to                

understand disruption and lead to innovation, by establishing new relationships from existing            

ones (Bligh and Flood, 2015).  

The contradictions identified in this study concerned subjects and the material features of             

enterprise social media used within the activity system. From the analysis, it was clear how               

specific material features of the platforms shaped how information sharing was mediated            

amongst employees. The use of enterprise social media was also shaped by employees’ ongoing              

negotiations, disagreements and different preferences for certain tools, and what they best saw             

that they afforded. The lack of clear rules and norms in relation to use of tools was also apparent.                   

The following contradictions were identified and will be further analysed below: Response rates             

for questions; competition between tools; inconsistent presence and use; and dependencies           

between activity systems. 

Response rates for questions 

The first contradiction identified for developers in their work was the response rate of the               

different tools in terms of sharing information. Each social media platform had an associated              

sense of ‘expected response rate’, that is, the delay between a developer posting a question and                

another replying (or not). One developer commented on the difference between the forum and              

Yammer: 

Then we have the forum that we ‘should’ use, and I have used it a little, but it always feels like if                      

you want to get a quick reply, I will always get it faster on Yammer. There are always long                   
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discussions in the forum and then you have to get people there. It’s a discussion that we have.                  

(P.B) 

This suggests that there was a underlying tension between the rules and norms of the activity                

system and the tools that ‘should’ be used for information sharing, however, the developers’              

impatience and need for a fast response overrode this. Furthermore, it also hints that the               

motivation to choose between different enterprise social media platforms was based on            

developers being present and using the specific tools. If people are spread out amongst different               

tools then this might have an impact on coherence and effective information sharing. 

However, even Yammer was considered too slow in situations when there was a need to solve                

problems quickly, especially in support of the focal object of developing software solutions.             

Developers expressed a preference towards an informal group chat (tool), as it would have              

facilitated information sharing at a much faster pace, with one participant explaining: 

You don’t get a natural and simple, informal flow of information [in Yammer], it’s more like you                 

make an announcement or asking question or raise an issue. But for the simple technical               

day-to-day operations, it’s not functional in the same way [...] because you don’t get direct               

responses. Yammer is something that people use to check updates. Often people will not check               

Yammer for a whole day [...] What I personally miss is a tool where you throw out a question to                    

some random people and it doesn’t need to be so formal that results in a whole Yammer                 

discussion, but can be short and fast. Like a larger chat room or similar, where it’s not used to                   

make life and death decisions. It’s more for a quick question [...] just like if you would talk to the                    

person next to you. (P.G) 

I would think it would be very good with some kind of chat or whatever tool it may be                   

[...] where everyone is just sat around and blathering. It would probably give an amazing               

information sharing on and off because you're still talking about what you’re doing and              

it’s what we are doing that’s important. That's what I think is missing. (P.K) 

In the case above, the material features of Yammer as a tool did not support the quick and direct                   

interaction needed when resolving their immediate problems related to developing the software            

solution: “Yammer feels more like very short email. It doesn’t feel like a natural discussion”               
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(P.K). Concerns about the features of different platforms were also reported in relation to the               

forum: “The forum is sometimes a bit difficult, because if someone posts a question and it gets a                  

lot of answers, they are not always in chronological order because [everyone] votes up the best                

answer” (P.G). From an activity theory perspective, the desire for an alternative solution could              

be seen as the initial steps towards an innovation (use group chat as a new tool) resulting from                  

this contradiction.  

Competition between tools 

A second (primary) contradiction was identified between Yammer and email (tools), as there was              

a tension in how they overlapped in some information sharing actions and occupied the same               

roles. The original motivation to use Yammer was described as follows: 

I would have managed with only email, definitely! The reason we started with Yammer and the                

forum was because there was too much spam on email that took too much of people's time. So                  

instead of sending on the email lists, sit and check through a lot of mail, there's Yammer. Usually,                  

there is less important things there. You kind of check it every now then, but not everyone needs                  

to not see it, while email, if you send on the all-list [...], everyone will see it and they will have                     

read it supposedly, or at least the headline. (P.M)  

Despite the effort to separate out the less important information, and have more clearly defined               

roles, developers reported how instead there was competition between the tools, which led to              

fragmentation and extra effort to find or encounter relevant information: 

We are still living in parallel worlds with Yammer and email lists which are extremely               

competitive. Having a group on Yammer and having an email list, it's exactly the same thing just                 

that Yammer is a more modern tool for the need to discuss with a group of people. (P.N) 

It’s fragmented and in several sources, you can find information - in Yammer, in [the Intranet]                

but also in knowledge sharing newsletters. It’s good information sometimes and sometimes not,             

but how can you really find this out? It’s like, you don’t know where to get this information if                   

you don’t know that it even exists. The only way is to ask people. (P.S) 
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Part of tension appears to be explained by first the lack of clear separation as noted in the quotes                   

above, but also in the perceptions of the purpose that developers held about the tools and whether                 

posts would be viewed or not on Yammer (cf. people tagging other people in Yammer posts to                 

trigger an email alert, as discussed in Chp. 6), for example: 

Email and Yammer meet the same purpose just that what's in the email is probably more                

important [...] but one can’t expect anyone to read what’s written on Yammer. On the other hand,                 

one can expect others to read what is sent to their email, but it’s the same type of communication                   

that happens. (P.K)  

In Yammer, that is useless because you can’t, if anyone posts something, probably 30% or so will                 

view it and the rest won’t have time to read it. (P.M)  

A participant from Sales also voiced their opinion on using only Yammer was not the best                

solution and there was still a place for email, especially when conversations become public,              

which led to some discomfort: 

I think email is underestimated. It becomes more a one to one dialogue. In a way, Yammer is                  

good because if you have a dialogue, others can only see it and take part, but I can also dislike                    

that sometimes, you do not want everything public, especially not if follow-up questions arise. I               

feel more comfortable using email. (P.R) 

Despite personal preferences, one developer realised that it was not always possible to get your               

way, and that there needs to be some degree of flexibility when working together:  

I want to use Yammer because I think it's much, much better, but I have to realise at some point                    

that the most important thing is ultimately to get a response back and that I get the help I need.                    

And if I don’t get it on Yammer, but get it on the mail, then I'll have to get over it even though I                        

think it's wrong to send it via mail. (P.N)  

This led to the dilemma of this contradiction between tools; one one hand, employees              

instinctively understand that if the information to be shared is important, using email is the               

optimal choice as the intended recipients would see the message. On the other hand, posting the                

same information to Yammer may miss out some of the intended recipients, as they may not be                 
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present on Yammer or miss the message. Whilst email appears to be the best option for                

important information, not using Yammer has the consequence that a wider audience who might              

have viewed the message will miss out, reducing the opportunity to benefit from passive              

observation. 

Inconsistent presence and use 

A third identified contradiction for Development was the lack of rules and norms and subjects’               

varied views on how to use enterprise social media for information sharing in the activity               

system: “There isn’t any clarity today, I think. There is no policy document that says ‘this type of                  

information should you put on Yammer or this should be written on a page on the intranet’”                 

(P.N). This caused tensions related to how often and by whom different platforms were used,               

e.g., Yammer and the forum, due to developers’ personal preferences and behaviours. A             

developer explained how employees wanted to decide which information to post in the different              

platforms, for instance: “In Yammer there is a certain control in that someone could say ‘this                

does not belong here, you should write this in the forum instead’” (P.G).  

Another developer explained a typical problem encountered as a result of having multiple             

options for information sharing with no clear guidance or conventions to follow: 

It’s spread out and not so unified. Some questions are posted in the forum, some questions in                 

Yammer, and some questions via email [...] It is not coherent. It’s a bit difficult to understand                 

which question belongs where. (P.P) 

Also, there appeared to be an unspoken pressure to be present and stay up to date with the                  

content shared across different platforms. In terms of the forum, staying present was connected              

to a developers right to voice their opinion: 

We have said that, if you share an interest in developing software, you should use the forum. If                  

you are not keeping up with the forum, you have lost your right to express an opinion. It’s on that                    

level. The community will use the forum for documentation. Yammer is used a bit, often, you                

would post both on Yammer and in the forum but the discussion will be hold in the forum. (P.M)  
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In another case, the pressure to stay up to date with Yammer and the forum can be interpreted as                   

having a negative effect upon the focal object of the activity system. Developers had to account                

for their hours worked and time spent monitoring Yammer had the potential to reduce the               

amount of time that could have been devoted to developing software solutions for clients: 

We have a lot of tools, maybe too many [...] This is discussed sometimes; a lot of people just                   

want to focus on their work, but then they feel that they have to monitor Yammer and the forum.                   

(P.C) 

Furthermore, there was uncertainty surrounding if the relevant people would notice information            

shared on Yammer, as there was inconsistency between their presence and engagement, i.e.             

whilst people may have had accounts on Yammer (present), but that might not have implied that                

they were engaged to the same level as other individuals who were more active.  

If there is a pretty important message, then Yammer is problematic as not everyone is reading                

everything. People are on Yammer, but for different reasons, and they seem to not have seen it.                 

Even though they [developers] are part of the Yammer group [...] it doesn’t seem to have very                 

good visibility. (P.F)  

This suggests that there is a limitation to how trusted and reliable Yammer can become within                

work activities. If employees do not have the confidence that an important message will be seen                

by all of the relevant people, then they are likely to fall back to traditional tools like email. 

Dependencies between activity systems 

In the study, there was a tension between the Development and Sales activity systems, which led                

to a quaternary contradiction being identified. In most cases, connections between activity            

systems did not make important contributions towards the respective focal objects (i.e., software             

solution, satisfied client, company economics), however dependencies became more evident          

between the peripheral objects (i.e., knowledge base, future clients, situation awareness).  

For Sales, staying up-to-date was critical for managing current client relationships (e.g.,            

conveying project progress) as well as developing future opportunities (e.g., promoting new            
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features). In terms of achieving the peripheral object of generating future sales, the relationship              

with Development was particularly important in order to be able to understand NordServ’s             

different projects and services. “The important information for me is information about the             

services we deliver because I have to explain for the client what it is they are buying” (P.N). As                   

an example, completed projects could be used as convincing input when approaching new             

clients:  

No one wants to listen to you if you go “I want to come to you and sell my product”. That is not                       

enough! But if you frame it like I did when I talked to [a client]: “We’ve been working with [this                    

client] and done a similar project related to Sharepoint, can I come and tell you about it?”. Then                  

they invited eight people to the meeting. You got to find the specific angles all the time. (P.N)  

This was however difficult as NordServ was spread out across different offices and projects, and               

sales representatives were struggling to keep up to date. It was also mentioned that it was                

difficult to promote different topics and create material without input from development who             

prioritised client solutions: “If we can sell the time to a client, then it will always, always,                 

always, always be prioritised. The problem is when you need to create something that you don’t                

know much about” (P.D). Sales representatives also experienced difficulty in finding appropriate            

information in an accessible format about the status of new software development, i.e. to get               

better insights about new solutions under development. A sales representative remarked: 

There is a thing that I think is terribly bad here. We’re really good at sharing knowledge in the                   

moment, but if you aren’t on Yammer, you will miss out. There is no place where you can easily                   

find it. If I want to read about our [technical] competences for example, where can I find it? This                   

is not really gathered in one place, but it is some sort of ongoing dialogue that you have to                   

participate in. (P.O) 

Making matters worse, Development had indicated that they would prefer a group chat (tool)              

solution, which created a tension with Sales, as they had a dependency upon the informal updates                

came from the peripheral object of Development. This dependency was not explicit nor planned,              

rather it emerged informally over time, with the output of the peripheral object of Development               

becoming an input towards peripheral object of identifying future sales opportunities. However,            
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this proposed change of tools would not contribute towards the object of Sales, whose              

representatives expressed concerns that such closed spaces reduced the chance to get involved,             

and potentially create information silos: 

I know there has been a discussion where some developers want to have a more technical chat                 

room with faster communication for themselves but for me, it is very important that there are                

people with different competences in Yammer, and it is pretty fast and active already. I would see                 

it as a limitation if people started to communicate on a separate network where only technical                

people are. Then you shut yourself off and I see that as a risk. (P.E)  

This concern appeared to be well founded. Despite Sales having positive sentiments towards the              

use of Yammer to extend their horizon awareness, some within Development expressed little             

interest in engaging with other activity systems across NordServ. Such tensions are reflected             

below: 

The things that are good with Yammer is that you can read content that is quite technical and get                   

insight, even though I’m not involved myself. I can understand other things and get an overview                

of the different discussions that are taking place across the organisation, which I think is very                

important. Should these discussions take place somewhere else, there is a risk you start building               

small cluster of people that are only talking to each other. (P.E)  

There are a couple of [Yammer] groups that are relevant. They are ones for developers [...] these                 

are the ones that have value. Then there are groups if you have different interests in the company                  

like sales and marketing and these things. Completely irrelevant for me in the position I am in [...]                  

I don’t care if there is a new white paper or if there has been a new sale. If I’m not involved in the                        

project, I don’t care to be honest. (P.M) 

Whilst these are individual opinions on the matter, it does suggest a divergence in attitude               

towards tools, where on one hand Development are focused on efficient, distraction-free and             

relevant communication within their own community, and on the other hand, Sales want to have               

access to tools where useful information may be shared from all parts of the company. Even                

though there is no real animosity between employees of each activity system, nevertheless this              

lack of understanding of each other’s respective information needs leads to this situation. 
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However, even when such information was shared via a common platform, such as e.g. Yammer,               

further complications occurred due to different ways of communicating. 

If you don’t have a close dialogue between sales and production, because sometimes it becomes               

very technical here, and very selling here [points at process diagram], so if you don’t get the                 

whole picture, you will miss it. (P.E) 

As there were no established rules and norms for how and what to communicate over Yammer,                

groups continued to maintain their own specific rules and norms, which could play a divisive               

role in reducing coherence in different work activities. 

Socialisation via enterprise social media 

Moving beyond the activities and activity systems, and the congruencies and contradictions that             

were identified above, enterprise social media, in particular Yammer, played a vital role in              

supporting socialisation across NordServ. Whilst socialisation did not necessarily make any           

explicit contributions towards the shared object, it nonetheless contributed towards a more            

collegial informal and supportive working environment, which led to positive impacts on work.             

A participant expressed the value of good relationships and social media in the following way: 

- Participant G: I really think that the most important part is simply to create good personal                

relationships between employees, because I think it's worth a big deal! It's worth knowing my               

employees well, because I work better with them. 

- Interviewer: Does social media contribute to it? 

- Participant G: Yes, it definitely does. It helps to have good venues to be able to hang out even                   

when sitting at their computers and not walking around.  

This was stressed as being particularly important across offices: “I think it [Yammer] is              

important as there is no way to socialise with your colleagues, especially when you aren’t in the                 

main offices. A bit of humour is important” (P.S). This was also noted by a participant who                 

appreciated the relaxed atmosphere and lack of formality in tone and topic:  
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A very positive thing with this company is that it is ok to fool around, even in posts that are super                     

formal in Yammer, there you can write something silly as a reply [...] I think that is contributing a                   

feeling of being one (united) company, especially with those that are far away. (P.G)  

Another participant likened Yammer to having informal conversations: “Yammer is very very            

good. Lightweight and it becomes like coffee breaks conversations. Plus, sometimes there are             

some interesting things coming in” (P.T). 

Employees repeatedly highlighted its value as a common social space, to share light-hearted             

informal information, and to coordinate non-work related activities.  

People meet outside work and this is managed both via Yammer and Facebook. People have               

created a social group outside of work. I last saw today, it said [in Yammer] "who wants to go to                    

[the pub] at. 19:00?” That’s social, it has nothing to do with [NordServ]. It’s awesome, I love it!                  

From a business perspective, there’s nothing better than if your employees are as tight as possible.                

[...] Maybe it's easier to talk to someone in a project if you have been out for a burger together the                     

Friday before. (P.A) 

The above quote provides a good example of how the connections formed online via a social                

network and facilitate relationships that cross the work-social boundary, and how this can have              

future beneficial effects. This is echoed by other participants, who appreciate the level of              

informality and the alternative non-work information flows: 

I think Yammer for example is very good in that it’s almost like a social network; there you really                   

find out things that are not necessarily to do with work, but you find out information about things,                  

such as “someone has had kids”. It’s like a common discussion channel. “Well look, [a particular                

office] is choosing wallpaper for the new office”. It can be informal stuff like that, which are not                  

purely work-related, but they are still related to work. (P.I)  

I’m using Yammer in almost the same way I’m using Facebook, funnily enough. Apart from the                

question-answer element, it is almost the same on the social level. I’m using Facebook to have,                

almost like an illusion of what is a relation to certain people [...] It’s a bit like I have relations at                     

work with people I don’t work with. I think it’s very similar. (P.F)  
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This created a motivation to spend more time in Yammer and contributed towards a greater sense                

of community, or “togetherness and family” as they expressed it. 

I check Yammer when I take a cup of coffee or if I’m waiting for something on my computer that                    

I can’t control, then I check Yammer and see what type of discussions are going on. (P.F)  

This reflected the relaxed and informal communication in the physical office, where cheerful             

chats and discussions in general were common, not only during break-times: “There is a very               

joky jargon in the office. It’s really noticeable in what people post and what you write [on                 

Yammer]. I think that is reflected quite well” (P.P). This was also encouraged by company’s               

executive level that saw value in creating a friendly working environment offline and online.  

We have no requirements on how to use it [Yammer] or what it should be. There are no rules                   

whatsoever, rather it has become completely self-regulated [...] It is the power of the crowd [...]                

It’s a very good example of no rules being needed. Things will solve themselves, there is a little                  

bit of trial and error, but then you’ll find a balance. (P.Q)  

When discussing the benefits of Yammer, employees pointed to the lack of rules or regulations,               

which created a relaxed feeling about sharing both work and social content, as well as the                

perception that it was much less intrusive than email. 

No, there is no control, and no control is required. Absolutely not on Yammer. The point is, it’s                  

an open forum, “say whatever you like". You can create any subgroup you want - “Just do it!”.                  

Nothing that I have to call IT and say "please can you put up this”. It’s really good that it’s a tool                      

like "use it and find ways to use it, here’re some suggestions”. I like it very much. Amazing! (P.F)  

I think the nice thing is that it [Yammer] isn't very serious. It doesn’t matter if you write                  

incorrectly. It feels so fast that it doesn’t need to be perfect. If you make a spelling mistake no one                    

cares. I think it is pretty unconstrained. And then the fact that you can use it for different things.                   

A colleague is writing about a skiing competition “everybody who wants to participate, sign up               

here”. (P.E)  

We even have a group that's solely for ‘Puns and Funs’ - it’s only for fun. It ties the offices                    

together [...] You get somewhat a feeling of community by being there and seeing people; people                
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like stuff and there are pictures and you see what they look like. It becomes personal in an another                   

way. (P.N) 

It is interesting to note how employees quoted above expressed underlying freedoms to make              

autonomous decisions about their information ecology (not needing IT support); being more            

authentic and relaxed in their communication standards whilst at work; and also creating links              

between different groups of employees who might otherwise be separated. 

Also, employees did not have the sense that there was any control or monitoring in Yammer                

from the management. As expressed: “I don’t experience anyone monitoring that information.            

It’s up to everyone to be responsible for the information that they share in social media” (P.K).                 

Others were making connections to the company culture and how the friendly atmosphere also              

was reflected in Yammer: “It's a good atmosphere, people can express their opinions and it's               

friendly” (P.L). This opinion was echoed throughout in the interviews: 

I have never seen any personal attacks or something that has not been appropriate there [in                

Yammer]. I can’t imagine it has happened. I think people take as much responsibility as they                

would do on a regular conversation with people. (P. E) 

In a similar way did one employee promoted the openness that was allowed within NordServ: “I                

experience it as completely free” (P.K), another employee expressed a certain proudness of the              

rules and norms of the company culture: “I think it's cool with open flows!” (P.B). Also, the fact                  

that Yammer almost had become self-managed due to the visibility:  

No, I have not experienced anything like that [monitoring]. But I suppose it’s regulated in the                

sense that most people read it so it will be checked, but not in the sense of monitoring. Should                   

something be written that is secret or inappropriate, I suppose it would be flagged up and maybe                 

removed. (P.C)  

Of particular interest here is the finding that the sharing of informal information strengthens the               

collegial feeling in the company, which the employees perceived as critical for solving problems              

and conducting work together.  
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No, it can't replace [face-to-face] but it does help. I think that makes us hold together. In                 

particular, I think it's important to keep the work related part enough together. The face that I can                  

talk to people and we can have a relationship that allows us to do a job with this extra dimension. 

This suggests that there might be indirect benefits towards work activities, even though the              

information being shared is irrelevant, but the activity of doing so draws the company closer               

together at another level. 

Summary 

In this chapter, the scope of analysis was extended from a single project to a company wide                 

perspective. A network of three interrelated activity systems were identified: Development, Sales            

and Production Management. The findings described in detail their respective activity systems,            

as well as their shared object, which comprised of both focal and peripheral objects. 

The analysis of the data led to the identification of a set of congruencies and contradictions. In                 

terms of congruency, the following themes emerged: engaging with multiple tools; avoiding            

redundant effort; preserving internal knowledge; increasing horizon scanning; and bridging          

activity systems, which were recognised as more stable and harmonious situations with respect to              

enterprise social media. In terms of contradictions, the following themes emerged: response rate             

for questions, competition between tools; inconsistencies presence and use; and dependencies           

between activity systems, which represented areas of imbalance as well as opportunities for             

innovation and development in the activity systems. 

An important implication for researchers and practitioners is the insights on how the complex              

interplay between congruencies and contradictions can deepen the understanding of enterprise           

social media use for information sharing in activities, how different tools co-operate or create              

conflict, and how the adoption of tools via grassroots initiatives can have subtle yet profound               

consequences. This will be further expanded upon in Chp. 8 where the findings from both studies                

are discussed in detail.  
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Chapter 8 

Discussion 
The purpose of this chapter is to present the discussion of the findings from the two previous                 

result chapters that focused on (1) a Yammer group within a single software development project               

over a six month period, as well as (2) multiple enterprise social media across NordServ over a                 

longer time frame. This thesis set out with the aim of analysing the adoption, use and integration                 

of enterprise social media in project-based knowledge work, and develop a rich socio-cultural             

understanding of how these platforms are situated in work activities in this context. In particular,               

information sharing was explored as one important aspect. The motivation for the division into              

two studies at different organisational levels (individual project and wider company) was to             

capture and include both the working environment of a small, single project along with the               

company-wide context where parallel projects were run.  

The two studies were both analysed from the perspective of activity theory. In the short study                

(project level), the single software development project was modelled as one activity system (see              

Fig. 6.1), whereas in the longer study (company level), three activities were modelled as a               

network of interrelated activity systems consisting of Sales, Development and Production           

Management (see Fig. 7.1). The first part of the chapter will discuss the findings from the study                 

of enterprise social media within a single project, and the second part will discuss the findings                

from the longer study looking at enterprise social media from a company-wide perspective. 

Enterprise social media within a project 

The shorter study was motivated by the purpose to understand how enterprise social media were               

adopted and used within a single software development project for information sharing purposes,             

including their role in relation to other mediating tools. In this study, a Yammer group was                

contextualised as part of a wider object-oriented activity system with specific socio-cultural            

characteristics (Engeström, 1987). In short, although the use of the Yammer group was not              
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sustained throughout the project, it nevertheless provided an important place for information            

sharing during the early stages. This can be interpreted more as a success than a failure; being                 

easy to adopt (as a grassroots initiative), fulfilling a need (for informal asynchronous information              

sharing), and easy to discard when no longer required (superseded by the issue-tracker and direct               

interaction). Furthermore, the closer study of the interrelationships between other mediating tools            

(via the Honeycomb model) helped to provide a richer picture to explain the use over time. 

Finding the right place and time for Yammer 

As the results of this study showed, Yammer filled a valuable role in the early stages of the                  

software project, characterised by uncertainty and the need for more open and casual information              

sharing. Miscommunication, or lack of communication, is a common barrier in projects            

(Johannessen & Olsen, 2011; Bartsch et al., 2013), whilst having the potential to share              

information openly with others is regarded as a factor for success in knowledge work (Styhre,               

2016; Spinuzzi, 2015a). This case illustrates how enterprise social media have the potential to              

promote open and informal information sharing within a project. More specifically, this potential             

may not be necessary throughout the whole project, rather it becomes important and realised              

during a specific phase. Whilst the rules and norms (agile methodology) of this activity system               

underlined the importance of direct interaction (via regular meetings) and the use of established              

tools like an issue tracker (an open and trusted store of project tasks), an opportunity for                

enterprise social media to be utilised was discovered during the early stages of the project.  

This finding resonates with other studies within software projects where informal sharing and             

ad-hoc communication is a necessary complement to more formal communication, such as            

specifications and requirements documentation (Kraut & Streeter, 1995; Cherry & Robillard,           

2004). Specifically, many intra-project issues can be resolved through spontaneous ad-hoc           

communication amongst project members (Perry et al., 1994; Cherry & Robillard, 2004). Further             

studies in software engineering have highlighted the potential benefits of using enterprise social             

media within software projects (Begel et al., 2010; Storey et al., 2010, Black et al., 2010), and                 

specifically for the agile methodology (Dessai et al., 2012).  
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The findings also demonstrate how Yammer, in contrast to direct interaction, made it possible to               

store informal conversations and retrieve information that was shared amongst the team. In this              

case, two of the affordances that differentiate enterprise social media from other technologies,             

visibility and persistence (Treem & Leonardi, 2012), were a complement to the rules and norms               

of the agile methodology that stresses the importance of making project information accessible             

and retrievable. This is a strength of enterprise social media, as direct interactions are not               

necessarily archived and may get lost. Similar suggestions were made by Reinhardt (2009) on              

adding enterprise social media to software development to make informal communication more            

durable and persistent.  

Of particular interest here was the transition towards more structured information sharing in the              

issue-tracker, and the reduction in activity on the Yammer group. Whilst the Yammer group had               

the ability to archive interactions, the issue-tracker superseded Yammer in terms of its ability to               

organise information and support retrieval when required. Thus, as the information that was             

being shared took on more value, the Yammer group represented an inferior choice as it did not                 

support the same abilities as the issue-tracker. In terms of software development projects in              

general, the issue-tracker becomes central to the development process as a project progresses,             

whilst also supporting the conversational, archival, and organizational needs of that process            

(Bertram et al. 2010). This was the case here, but closer inspection of the activities also revealed                 

the early role that Yammer played in supporting information sharing before the transition to the               

issue-tracker. 

As related studies have found, enterprise social media can both complement and conflict with              

other ICTs and forms of communication (Yuan et al., 2013; Jarrahi & Sawyer, 2013). This study                

adds to the literature by illustrating how different forms of mediating tools within a project               

environment can complement each other and support the changing needs of information sharing             

when producing a software solution. Limited empirical research has been conducted in terms of              

enterprise social media for such purposes, or in projects and organisations in general (Rosa et al.,                

2016; Rimkuniene & Zinkeviciute, 2014). The findings here contribute to knowledge in two             

novel ways: first, studying enterprise social media use over a longer timeframe helps to              
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understand the interrelationships that emerge between mediating tools in a socio-cultural setting,            

and second, focusing on how enterprise social media can play a transitional role from informal to                

formal information sharing across a project lifecycle. In addition, the use of activity theory              

provided a richer account on how the aspects of rules and norms, community and division of                

labour shaped the role of enterprise social media for sharing information, and the various              

contradictions and congruencies that emerged from the software development system. This study            

has important implications for practitioners as it is difficult to plan or predict when and where                

enterprise social media may realise their potential. However, the findings here provide valuable             

insights into the opportunities enterprise social media have, and how they can facilitate             

information sharing needs that are unanticipated, yet essential for project success. 

Implications of grassroots adoption of Yammer 

This study also exposed interesting results in relation to the consequences of grassroots adoption              

of enterprise social media. More specifically, the outcome of adopting one of the platforms,              

Yammer, organically in a small project environment. As such, it provides additional insights into              

related literature which focuses on different adoption strategies of ICTs and their consequences             

in organisational activities (see Chp. 2).  

First, this study provides a positive example of grassroots adoption of enterprise social media,              

which adds to the emerging body of research that has also found benefits with this strategy                

(Stenmark, 2008; Treem & Leonardi, 2012, Osch et al., 2015). This is in contrast to the                

predominant view held in industry by social media strategists that a top-down approach to              

adoption of enterprise social media is preferred (Zeiller et al., 2011; Stenmark & Zaffar, 2014).               

The motivations for this preference are predominantly related to risk-management, such as            

reduced productivity, misuse of service, failure to archive information, and the leakage of             

sensitive information (Stenmark and Zaffar, 2014). The findings presented here did not reveal             

any concerns about loss of productivity or misuse, and the small scale of the project and internal                 

use of enterprise social media made information leakage less of a problem. Instead, the              
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grassroots adoption strategy created the necessary conditions for a useful purpose to emerge             

organically. 

Second, this study also offers further explanation as to why grassroots adoption and enterprise              

social media complement each other in terms of their characteristics. Previous research has             

highlighted how the low-entry barrier characteristics of social media, such as cost and usability,              

makes it suitable for grassroots adoption (Leonardi & Vaast, 2017). This was also the case in this                 

study, and furthermore it was observed that grassroots adoption afforded the time and space to               

allow enterprise social media develop organically through employees’ practice towards          

something purposeful. As discussed in the previous section, enterprise social media will find its              

place and time where and when they are needed, however this requires the opportunity to do so.                 

Due to the open and ambiguous nature of enterprise social media, i.e. people need to use it to                  

make sense of its capabilities (Stocker, 2012; Richter et al., 2012), grassroots adoption helps to               

nurture experimentation and innovation (Søyland & Herstad, 2011), even if the outcome deviates             

from the original expectation, as was observed in this study. This points towards a              

complementary relationship that may exist between grassroots adoption and enterprise social           

media. Whilst a top-down strategy might limit the opportunity for exploration and discovery of              

innovative uses, and create a more narrow definition of success, the grassroots strategy provides              

a greater opportunity to explore and accept failure as a part of that process. 

This study has implications for both current practice and future research by providing an              

empirical example of how an employee driven initiative to make use of a Yammer group in a                 

project unfolded in a professional context. As there are few specific studies of grassroots              

adoption in this context, this study provides valuable insights into this process and offers an               

alternative perspective to the top-down dominant mindset. Furthermore, the study illustrates the            

benefits of allowing employees to freely explore the usage of enterprise social media in their               

work without barriers, letting them shape the tools into something that fits their specific work               

situation, rather than the other way around. However, the findings should be considered in the               

light of this specific socio-cultural context where the culture of the organisation is decentralised              
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and entrepreneurial, which complements this type of organic and experimental approach. Future            

work could look towards grass roots adoption of ESM in more traditional contexts. 

The utility of the Honeycomb model for classifying social features 

This study provided a novel methodological contribution by using the Honeycomb model to             

complement activity theory in the analysis of mediating tools and their social features in the               

project. As an analytical framework, activity theory focuses on how tools mediates activities. By              

applying the Honeycomb model as a complement, it was possible to focus on particular aspects               

of tools - social features - which has shown to be relevant for social media use (Kietzmann et al.,                   

2011). By extending the application of the Honeycomb model to the other relevant tools in this                

activity system, it was possible to unpack the interrelationship between mediating tools in terms              

of their support for social features, and in achieving the project outcome. 

Previous research studies on how enterprise social media has been implemented into workplace             

ICT ecologies have found a range of support for both complementary (Turner et al., 2010) and                

conflicting situations (Balakrishnan et al, 2010; Yuan et al., 2013; Davison et al., 2014).              

However, in spite of these studies, there is no clear explanation for the reasons that lead to                 

successful implementation or otherwise. Whilst there may be many reasons, this study suggests             

that using the Honeycomb model provides an analytical method to survey coexisting tools in              

terms of social aspects they already support, or alternatively, highlight areas of opportunity for              

enterprise social media to be integrated. However, future application of the Honeycomb model in              

different case studies would be required to further validate this assumption. 

In addition, the study also provides a perspective on the dissemination of social media features               

beyond enterprise social media to existing ICTs, and contributes to the discussion on the need for                

monolithic platforms vs. more socially enabled tools. Specifically, this study illustrated how            

other workplace ICTs, such as the issue tracker, afford social processes through these features,              

which raises the question of whether it is necessary conceptualise enterprise social media as a               

separate type of “social” platform. This echoes the observation from Kane (2017), that it is no                

longer useful to view enterprise social media as a monolithic platform, or a “distinctive and               
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independent class of technologies” (p. 38). For example, when Yammer and the issue tracker              

were compared via the Honeycomb model, it was clear that there was an overlap in the social                 

features they supported. Previous research has also highlighted how issue tracker systems have             

evolved over time to become rich communication hubs as new social features are incorporated              

(Bertram, et al., 2010). This hints that established platforms are advancing in that direction to               

better facilitate the need for social interaction and supporting team communication in projects. 

Finally, whilst this study is limited to a single project within one company, the results are                

valuable as they provide insights for practitioners and researchers on the evolving discussion             

regarding enterprise social media in the workplace. First, it demonstrated the value of applying              

the Honeycomb model to uncover opportunities for enterprise social media, as well as providing              

explanations as to why there might be conflicts with existing tools, or no obvious requirement to                

satisfy. Second, it further develops the idea that monolithic social media platforms might not be               

the best solution for organisations (cf. Kane, 2017). Instead social media features may be              

diffused throughout other tools, with the implication that the phenomena of enterprise social             

media, as we know it, might drastically change. In summary, the unique combination of activity               

theory and the Honeycomb model has helped to address the challenges inherent in studying              

complex configurations of mediating tools beyond the surface level, and potentially has value for              

further studies of enterprise social media. 

The shorter study concisely captures how the adoption and use of enterprise social media, along               

with its interaction with other technologies, can create a complex situation even when limited to               

a single project within the company. Whilst it may be informative to conduct similar studies at                

the project level it was considered important to also change the level of focus from the small                 

scale of a project, to the wider context of the entire company. This provides the opportunity to                 

investigate the spaces in-between projects where enterprise social media may have been playing             

a critical role, as well as how it generally acts towards linking the whole organisation together,                

across projects, roles as well as different offices. 
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Enterprise social media across the company 

The second, longer study was motivated by the purpose to understand how enterprise social              

media were used in and between project work across the company. More specifically, the focus               

was on information sharing as a relevant aspect of project-based organisations and how             

enterprise social media mediated this. Different types of enterprise social media were also             

analysed in relation to each other and in relation to other ICTs, such as email. In order to provide                   

an in-depth analysis, the company was modelled as a network of interrelated activity systems,              

consisting of Development, Sales and Production Management that had the shared object of             

delivering successfully completed projects.  

In short, enterprise social media were used by all three activity systems, but in different ways as                 

the findings revealed. Identification of focal and peripheral objects allowed for a clearer view to               

emerge on where enterprise social media were used and for which specific object. Furthermore,              

whilst not directly linked to work activities, the level of socialisation supported by enterprise              

social media also played an important role in the company. Finally, through the analysis of               

congruency and contradiction linked to enterprise social media use, a much richer picture             

emerged of its adoption, use and impact upon the wider company. 

In support of peripheral objects 

By situating enterprise social media use as part of tool-mediated, object-oriented activity systems             

(Engeström, 1987) it was possible to frame people’s information sharing actions in relation to              

what they were trying to achieve. Within this case, a interrelated network of activity systems was                

identified based on the main business processes that contributed towards the successful            

completion of software solutions for clients. As Fig. 7.2 illustrated, the shared object can be               

better modelled as a closely related collection of objects associated with each specific activity              

system. As activity systems typically can have a multiplicity of objects, and within this there is                

possibly a superordinate object that constitutes the explicit purpose of the activity system             
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(Williams & Hummelbrunner, 2010), the decision was taken to divide objects into focal and              

peripheral to reflect this. 

 

Figure 8.1: Enterprise social media most prevalent in use for the peripheral objects of the three 

different activity systems 

From the analysis, enterprise social media tended to be associated with the peripheral objects of               

all three activity systems instead of the focal objects (see Fig. 8.1). This suggests that whilst                

enterprise social media use may not directly contribute towards the achievement of the focal              

objects, it nevertheless played a vital role in the more information sharing related activities that               

help glue the organisation together, a finding that is echoed in other studies (Richter & Riemer,                

2009; Fulk & Yuan, 2013; Ellison et al., 2015). This glue, when considering the congruencies               

and contradictions, was the indirect and often invisible links that formed within and across              

different activity systems. Within the Development activity system, all three types of enterprise             

social media played a role in supporting the peripheral object of creating a shared knowledge               

base (e.g. asking questions in the forum, documenting software components in the wiki, and              

sharing updates on Yammer). For the Sales activity system, Yammer was important for creating              

future sales (peripheral object) in that they could scan for updates and news which could be                
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integrated into their upcoming client interactions. Finally, the peripheral object of Production            

Management, situation awareness, was supported by Yammer through the possibility to get a             

sense of what was going on in the wider company. 

Peripheral objects in this case can be interpreted as areas that benefit from ‘ambient awareness’;               

defined as the awareness of ambient communications occurring amongst co-workers that could            

provide some future value (Leonardi, 2015). For example, ambient awareness has been shown to              

be useful when making visible “who knows what” and “who knows whom”. The notion of               

ambient awareness was also determined to be a measurable concept in terms of metaknowledge              

(Leonardi, 2015), but the study also concluded that more effort was required to determine if               

ambient awareness was contributing any specific benefit or value in relation to work activities.              

Here, this is addressed through the use of activity theory and the identification of peripheral               

objects and interpretation of congruencies that enterprise social media contribute towards. The            

result is a further understanding of where ambient awareness was active in relation to people’s               

purposeful work activities within complex project-based settings. 

In particular, an implication of this form of analysis is how it helps to reveal the implicit                 

information needs between communities, and underlines the importance of the ability to observe             

the actions of others through information sharing. For example, the Sales activity system             

depended upon developers sharing information via Yammer to help them generate new business             

ideas (i.e. between activity system sharing). However, developers were not necessarily aware of             

the importance of their information sharing actions for others outwith their community. Instead,             

they were more dependent on information sharing within their own community to improve their              

work (i.e. within activity system sharing). This maps to the wider area of knowledge work,               

where a perennial challenge is to make ‘invisible’ work visible (Nardi & Engeström, 1999). The               

effective use of enterprise social media may not have explicit benefits for the focal objects of                

activity systems in general, however by paying closer attention to the peripheral objects, a much               

more rich and complex picture on how they are used across different activity systems can be                

uncovered, especially when looking at the interaction between the related congruencies and            

contradictions. 
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Symbiosis between socialisation and work activities 

One of the appealing trends that emerged from the analysis was how socialisation via enterprise               

social media, predominantly Yammer, appeared as a recurring theme. Whilst this was not the              

primary focus of this study, nevertheless the importance of the social aspects of these tools and                

how they inextricably wove themselves around the work aspects is particularly interesting. 

Firstly, there appeared to be no obvious conflict between the utilitarian and hedonic uses of               

Yammer. The company management had given their support to any initiative that boosted             

communication across the organisation, and did not impose any explicit control, monitoring,            

rules or policies. Rather, they consciously encouraged staff to be experimental and promoted             

open communication across the organisation. This fits with related work that concludes that             

employees need to make sense of a social media platform through their use of it (Stocker et al.,                  

2012; Leonardi et al., 2013) and create the freedom to nurture experimentation and innovation              

(Søyland & Herstad, 2011). In contrast to other studies where enterprise social media were seen               

as a distraction to work, a source of confusion for workers, or a threat to authority (Skeels &                  

Grundin, 2009), the relaxed attitude and flat and decentralised culture was a good fit.              

Furthermore, the grassroots adoption of the different tools echoes the suggestion that            

organisations should adopt a bottom-up approach as it is difficult to make predictions for how it                

will be used and experimentation should be supported (Søyland & Herstad, 2011; Guinan et al.,               

2014). 

Secondly, the mixture of work and social activities was complimentary. Other research has             

shown that platforms are more than a space for instrumental exchange of information (Makkonen              

& Virtanen, 2015). In particular, employees remarked upon the similarities with Facebook and             

did not mention any tension with interacting with Yammer as they would with other form of                

non-work related social media. Across several voices, there was a sense that fun was welcome on                

Yammer, and even explicit groups had been created for clearly non-work topics. Koch et al.               

(2012) discuss how this ‘fun side’ acts as an important motivation to be on the platform.                

Employees either had Yammer open throughout the day, or checked in during breaks to see what                

was going on. In line with the opinion of Huang et al. (2015), it was crucial that the company                   
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management did not prohibit this informal, hedonic interaction - they had no rules or policies and                

trusted employees to make their own sense of appropriate use. Instead they benefited from what               

others have described as the vital ‘social lubricant’ that hedonic use of enterprise social media               

can bring (Leonardi & Meyer, 2015; Mäntymäki & Riemer, 2016), which brought a positivity              

that spilled over into the more utilitarian uses (Huang et al., 2015). As could be seen across the                  

congruencies, for all activity systems, employees benefited from the social capital that was being              

created through information sharing, often indirect and implicit (Kline & Alex-Brown, 2013;            

Fulk and Yuan, 2013). Unlike, the findings of Ellison et al. (2015), there did not appear to be an                   

lack of confidence to share questions and suggestions in Yammer, rather employees were happy              

to share information in the informal, friendly and relaxed environment that reflected the wider              

culture of the company. 

One tension that did emerge from the otherwise positive motivation to spend more time on               

Yammer, was the opposing view that there was a pressure or implicit expectation to spend time                

on Yammer to stay up to date with company wide matters (Inconsistent presence and use               

contradiction). Previous work has extolled the virtues of the social aspect of enterprise social              

media as one of the key motivations for employee engagement (Koch et al., 2012). However, this                

can also be interpreted as an underlying peer pressure. Another study reported this pressure              

coming from the perspective of management expectations on workers engagement (Brzozowski,           

Sandholm & Hogg, 2009), but in this case the source of pressure is much less clear, perhaps                 

originating from a deeper intrinsic motivation to be seen as an effective employee within the               

organisation. 

Despite only scratching the surface in terms how the social and work aspect of enterprise social                

media were connected and dependent on each other, this case contributes to literature on              

workplace studies in terms of how the organisational culture can be reflected in the enterprise               

social platforms, especially in the positive alignment that was identified in this study. 
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Implications of enterprise social media use 

The findings from this study identified a collection of congruencies (i.e., temporary stabilisation             

and reproduction, rather than change) and contradictions (i.e., change and development, due to             

unstable and disharmonious activities) associated with enterprise social media. This collection           

provided insights into how the use of these platforms both stabilised and supported work              

activities, whilst also highlighting areas of tension and possible pathways for innovation. By             

considering related congruencies and contradictions together, a deeper understanding can emerge           

on how the balance of stability and instability had implications for the current situation and               

future developments in the studied company.  

One important contribution of this study is the detailed analysis of how employees made use of a                 

range of enterprise social media platforms in their work activities, and how the value and               

meaning they brought varied between different groups based on what they aimed to achieve. For               

instance, the Development activity system was identified to engage the most with enterprise             

social media, making extensive use of Yammer, forum and wiki for a range of information               

sharing purposes when developing software. This broad use of different platforms was reflected             

in the congruency Engaging with multiple tools. As mentioned in Chp. 5, developers initiated the               

adoption of enterprise social media, and the outcome captured in this congruency underlines the              

benefits of a grassroots approach. Employees had the freedom to experiment with ICTs that              

would best support their local needs from a developer perspective, which allowed them to build               

their unique assemblages of complementary tools. The grassroots approach links to other            

literature that report the positives of employees having the ability to craft their own              

‘communication ecologies’ to suit specific work activities (Turner et al., 2010; Davison et al.,              

2014), and being able to make sense of tools in practice (Stocker et al., 2012; Jarrahi and                 

Sawyer, 2013). In response to scholars prediction of enterprise social media as one of the most                

transformative powers of work (Aral et al., 2013), this study provides a rich, empirically              

grounded example of how this transformation may start from the bottom up with local employee               

initiatives and niches, and the impact this generates on the wider organisation.  
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Closely associated with the development of a grassroots approach was the contradiction            

Response rates for questions. Development desired a faster way of sharing information related to              

their everyday problem-solving, such as group chat. Whilst this contradiction found existing            

enterprise social media options to be too slow, it points towards a possible innovation that might                

develop in a future form of the activity system. Due to the characteristics of the company as                 

outlined in Chp. 5, and the grassroots approach to enterprise social media, it can therefore be                

assumed that employees could adapt to changing needs quickly, and introduce new ICTs into              

their ecology as it best suited their local situation set over time.  

Moreover, this study also identified contradictions in terms of Competition between tools,            

highlighting how tensions can develop in activities where multiple ICTs co-exist and mediate             

information sharing at work. However, surprisingly, this study did not found that this conflict              

significantly impeded tools to coexist despite overlapping purposes. A possible explanation           

might be that the conflict was not serious enough to generate new behaviour in the activity                

forcing one tool to disappear. To give an example, from the findings it was possible to identify                 

overlapping purposes between Yammer and email in terms of sharing information. One            

identified difference was that Yammer was seen as a modern and easy tool for group               

communication, having the advantage in reaching a potentially wider group of receivers.  

However, employees did not fully trust Yammer to be an effective tool for sharing critical               

information, and expressed that there was no real guarantee that the intended recipients would              

get the message. As a solution, employees would sometimes share their message in both places,               

or tag the person who would be the main receiver in Yammer, which would generate an email                 

notification. This reinforces the findings from the shorter study presented in Chp. 6, where              

people tagged each other in their Yammer posts to make sure other project members would               

notice. Both cases are interesting examples of how people’s social practices co-evolve in relation              

to the their tools. By tagging people, employees got the best of two worlds - a wider audience                  

could still be reached, and the intended recipient would at least be guaranteed to get an email                 

reminding them to check the post out. An implication of this conflict is that it is still possible to                   
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find a way for them to co-exist, and that the knowledge in how to best achieve this is part of the                     

organisational learning as the activity systems develop. 

Another contribution of this thesis are the findings related to how enterprise social media              

supported the growth of a shared knowledge base amongst developers. The analysis of the two               

congruencies Avoiding redundant effort and Preserving internal knowledge demonstrated this.          

Both cases were manifestations of the affordance of ‘persistence’ identified by Treem and             

Leonardi (2012), which means that previous interactions on enterprise social media are saved             

and retrievable in the future. In accordance with Treem and Leonardi (2012), the undertaken              

study illustrates a number of instances where persistent information shared in either the wiki,              

forum and Yammer added to the shared knowledge base, and became useful for supporting work               

activities in the studied setting. In addition, the findings also provided insights into employees’              

feelings and thoughts on preserved information in enterprise social media, and the impact this              

had on their use of the platforms.  

For example, information explicitly shared on the forum and wiki had an associated sense of               

value attached to it, as this information was important, and would potentially be reused or               

referred to by others. Therefore, employees felt that posts in these platforms should be              

well-written and relevant. In Yammer, employees could search for previous posts, tags or people              

to get information, as well as asking questions in order to tap into the collective memory of the                  

wider company, which helped to avoid potentially redundant work and wasted time (Ellison et              

al., 2015). The availability of different types of enterprise social media to support these different               

levels of persistence through re-finding information is shown here to be a strength of maintaining               

multiple social media platforms, rather than a one-size-fits-all approach. These findings raise            

intriguing questions regarding the breadth of possibilities multiple enterprise social media           

platforms provide in terms of providing support for learning from best practices, and the              

development of a more coherent understanding of “how we get things done here”. 

However, these congruencies were challenged by another contradiction identified as Inconsistent           

presence and use. Whilst there did not seem to be any apparent issues with selective sharing of                 

content (Gibbs et al., 2013), image management (Walther, 2007) and concerns about            
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out-of-context interpretations (Ellison et al., 2015), employees did however report a general            

confusion about what information to share in which tool. Perhaps, as a consequence of the               

characteristics of the company and the grassroots style of adoption, there were no formal policies               

set in place to help map out the enterprise social media landscape and how to best use it, e.g. for                    

information sharing.  

Other work in this area has reported that without engagement from management, in leading a               

social media strategy (Makkonen and Virtanen (2015), and making its benefits and purpose clear              

(Trkman and Trkman, 2009), can result in disengagement by workers. Whilst the grassroots             

approach allows use of enterprise social media to initially grow and find relevance in activities,               

there seems to be a need for the development of a social strategy to ensure the continued clarity                  

of purpose. This points to a potential resolution of this contradiction taking the form of a                

strategic review on a periodic basis of ‘how things are done’ and attempts to help make clear                 

what is working and where things should be shared. Due to the limited literature on grassroots                

adoption of enterprise social media in the workplace, it is believed that the findings of this study                 

make an interesting contribution, by presenting both the opportunities and challenges that might             

emerge from a bottom up approach. 

The final two congruencies Horizon scanning and Bridging activity systems were responsible for             

much of the boundary crossing between the interrelated network of activity systems. Through the              

use of enterprise social media, Sales could get access to useful information shared by              

Development in Yammer, in order to create new business opportunities. Likewise, Production            

Management benefited from being able to maintain a wider situation awareness whilst also             

achieving better division of labour by redirecting queries into Yammer. Finally, developers            

working at the different offices built awareness of their remote colleagues, which led to a               

stronger community through the wiki, forum and Yammer. 

Treem and Leonardi (2012) describe the visibility affordance of enterprise social media as the              

ability to see what others are doing without the need to be directly involved. The support that                 

enterprise social media bring to the peripheral objects allows this previously invisible            

information to become visible, which enables people to find others within the company, and              
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develop a broader knowledge of their networks, leading to a state of increased ambient              

awareness (Leonardi, 2014). One concern with visibility is that it succumbs to an ideology of               

openness (Eisenberg & Witten, 1987) and open enterprise social media are viewed as an              

unmitigated good for an organisation (Gibbs et al., 2013). Stohl et al. (2016) goes as far to                 

suggest that there is in fact a transparency paradox where increased visibility actually creates              

more information overload, resulting in a reduction in seeing relevant information. As far as the               

findings demonstrated, this did not seem to be a present concern. In fact, the final contradiction                

Dependencies between activity systems emerged when there was a sense that barriers might be              

erected between different activity systems by moving to a more closed group chat solution, as               

discussed in the first contradiction Response rate for questions.  

Taken together these two contradictions accounted for a large amount of the tension revealed              

across the activity systems, suggesting a connection that as one contradiction is prompting             

change in one activity system, it might have the consequence of creating a separate contradiction               

in another activity system. As inter-project communication is an important aspect in project             

based organisations, the development of potential information silos is a significant concern            

(Almeida & Soares, 2014), which may lead to redundant work (Pemsel & Wiewiora, 2013), as               

well as problems with transferring learning and experiences across organisations (Defillippi et            

al., 2006). In this case, the interaction between these congruencies and contradictions revealed a              

fragile dependency that had emerged between activity systems in an organic and informal             

manner, and in spite of its importance towards the future business success of the organisation,               

was at risk of being damaged or lost. 

Summary 

The previous sections have discussed the findings on how different types of enterprise social              

media were used within project-based knowledge work. The two different levels, enterprise            

social media within a single project and across the company, made it possible to capture subtle                

details of how these platforms were adopted, used and integrated into different constellations of              

technologies, people and activities.  
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This difference in levels provides valuable insights into the sometimes hidden and invisible             

technology-mediated practices in a specific socio-cultural setting (Nardi & O’Day, 1999), such            

as the situated, local needs that exist amongst groups and the interconnections that emerged              

through the platforms. When looking at enterprise social media at different levels of focus,              

different sets of dynamics emerge, which points towards the difficulty in assuming that what              

occurs at one level (e.g. company) will be repeated at another (e.g. a project). Within this work,                 

it did not make sense to attempt to draw similarities and differences between the project and                

company level, rather it was better to present them here as distinct sets of findings. 

Through activity theory, it was also possible to frame information sharing through enterprise             

social media in relation to what people were trying to achieve, which added interesting              

explanations on how and why these platforms were adopted, used, and integrated in specific              

ways. In the project environment, it was possible to see that depending on the project’s phase and                 

its specific tasks, project members had more or less need of the Yammer group. Similarly, the                

longer study across the company also highlighted how the use of enterprise social media differed               

depending on what groups of employees are trying to achieve, such as Sales, Development and               

Production Management. 

Overall, these findings have important implications for developing further insights into the role             

of enterprise social media in organisations, especially in the context of project-based knowledge             

work. As project-based knowledge work is characterised by cross-functional teamwork in a            

decentralised manner, this study shows how enterprise social media, in combination with a             

permitting company culture, facilitate information sharing which help to tie a fluid organisation             

together. In spite of the manifestation of tension linked to these platforms, clear benefits could be                

identified.  

202 

 

Chapter 9 

Conclusion 
The overall aim of this thesis was to analyse the adoption, use and integration of enterprise social                 

media in project-based knowledge work, and develop a rich sociocultural understanding of how             

these platforms are situated in work activities in this context. In particular, focus was directed               

towards the use of enterprise social media for information sharing as one important aspect with               

the potential to tie different types of work, roles and responsibilities together in a decentralised               

and fluid setting. 

The following questions guided the research: 

1. What are the implications of an organic, grassroots adoption to enterprise social media             

for information sharing?  

2. How and why are enterprise social media used for information sharing as part of              

project-based knowledge work?  

3. What is the role of enterprise social media amongst other workplace ICTs used for              

information sharing in project-based knowledge work? 

A qualitative case-study was undertaken in a Scandinavian IT consultancy company in order to              

address the research aim and questions. Activity theory was applied for data analysis, with a               

focus on contradictions and congruencies that were identified. The following sections will            

address each of these questions in turn, drawing upon the findings from Chp. 5, 6 and 7 before                  

presenting the theoretical and methodological contributions, implications for practice, limitations          

and future research, as well as well as the final concluding remarks. 
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Implications of a grassroots adoption  

The first empirical contribution concerns the implications of a grassroots approach to adopting             

enterprise social media in the workplace. According to previous research, management           

consultants overwhelmingly recommend a centralised, top-down strategy approach to enterprise          

social media (Stenmark & Zaffar, 2014), despite academic literature indicating that a            

decentralised, bottom-up strategy (i.e. grassroots) might be a more appropriate alternative           

(Arnaboldi & Coget, 2016; Stenmark, 2008). This study adds to the existing body of literature by                

providing a detailed account of a grassroots adoption for a company with a culture and structure                

that were were well aligned. 

In the studied case, positive implications took the form of employees being invested in using the                

platforms, for both work and social purposes. As described in Chp. 5, there was no formal policy                 

that regulated how enterprise social media should be used. Instead, the open, relaxed and              

supportive approach to new initiatives and creative ideas was the norm for how the company               

operated. This resonates with previous research that argues in order to benefit from social media               

there must be a willingness to give up entrenched control structures and build trust around               

community principles (Arnaboldi & Coget, 2016), a decentralised information management          

strategy (Stenmark, 2008), and an investment in emotional capital from management (Huy &             

Shipilov, 2012). 

Furthermore, employees having the freedom to experiment with technology meant that there was             

little repercussion for failure. For example, in Chp. 6, in the study of a single project, there was                  

no barrier or approval needed to adopt a Yammer group. Similarly there was no consequence for                

it not working out as expected once other mediators had accommodated the need sufficiently.              

Crucially, this helps enterprise social media to find their place as there are more opportunities to                

experiment and learn what works best. These findings are congruent with Guinan and Rollag              

(2014), who found that making time for experimentation with enterprise social media carried             

more importance than over-planning and trying to predict the potential benefits and outcomes.             

Also, Jarrahi and Sawyer (2015) highlighted that there must be alignment between the norms and               
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values of the organisation and the collaborative and bottom-up nature of enterprise social media              

to realise the benefits in practice. 

Despite providing benefits, the grassroots approach to adoption of enterprise social media led to              

fragile dependencies within the company. As was observed in the findings from Chp.7, as              

information sharing dependencies evolved, there was no formalisation of this within any            

business process, despite its clear importance and value. Furthermore, the organic development            

of platforms created social media silos, where one group or purpose comes to dominate a               

platform and indirectly prevents others from participation. This finding echoes another study of             

two knowledge-intensive organisations, where Søyland and Herstad (2011) observed that the           

challenge with a decentralised, bottom-up approach was the fragmentation of media usage across             

sub-units over time, where the benefits may not be experienced globally and remain localised              

instead.  

This suggests that whilst enterprise social media may start out as open platforms, the              

development over time may lead to invisible barriers being erected that unconsciously prevent             

other employees from benefiting. As discussed earlier in Chp. 1 and 2, previous studies on               

enterprise social media have reported quite generic results, assuming that enterprise social media             

users are a uniform and homogeneous group. Van Dijk and Nieborg (2009) have challenged this               

assumption and the findings here also support this critique. One recommendation could be that              

there is a need for ongoing strategic review of use within an organisation to discover which                

dependencies have emerged, as well as considering whether any disruptive asymmetries have            

developed in use of specific platforms. 

Information sharing for project-based knowledge work  

This thesis also contributes to knowledge by documenting how enterprise social media were used              

for information sharing within a project-based company, across different business processes and            

for different types of work. Specifically, it highlights how enterprise social media (1) provided              
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support for the peripheral objects of activity systems, (2) created the opportunity for socialisation              

across the company, and (3) acted as linking force in project-based knowledge work. 

The respective usage of enterprise social media appeared more evidently in the longer-term and              

strategic parts of work activities, i.e. the peripheral objects identified in Chp. 7, such as               

collaboratively building a shared knowledge base, maintaining situation awareness, and horizon           

scanning for future sales opportunities. Furthermore, within a single short term project,            

enterprise social media were found to enable open and informal information sharing that helped              

make sense of the formative stages of the development lifecycle, even though this was not               

sustained throughout the full term of the project. The findings here are in line with the emerging                 

understanding of how enterprise social media contribute to ambient awareness (Leonardi, 2015;            

Levordashka & Utz, 2016; Zhao et al., 2011). Whilst this previous literature has successfully              

measured the positive effects of ambient awareness, it was difficult to explain precisely where              

this benefit occurred. By using activity theory to deepen the analysis of enterprise social media,               

it was also possible to explain for which work activities ambient awareness played an effective               

role. 

In terms of supporting knowledge work, the study also found that sharing social information              

(informal non-work related) on Yammer generated positivity across the company. This is            

consistent with previous studies that have highlighted the importance of informal communication            

for utilitarian use of enterprise social media (Mäntymäki & Riemer, 2016; Ali-Hassan, et al.,              

2015). Even though it was a relatively small company, the online socialisation aspect still              

mattered. The social aspect motivated employees to be present in the system (see e.g. Dimicco et                

al., 2008), which also seemed to have contributed towards increased ambient awareness. Most             

importantly, there was good alignment between the culture of the company and how enterprise              

social media were used. This alignment was realised by a lack of control, monitoring or               

predetermined policy; instead, the values of the company were reflected in the attitude to              

enterprise social media at work. 

Finally, information sharing via enterprise social media acted as a linking force in the              

project-based setting, making the company more closely connected, despite different work           
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activities and roles, as well as the physical distribution of workers across offices. Spinuzzi (2008)               

developed the concept of net work to identify work that connects, coordinates, and stabilises              

different work activities. In this study, the findings highlight how enterprise social media support              

this type of net work, providing an illustration of the role these platforms can play in increasingly                 

decentralised and distributed organisations. Despite the positive contribution of enterprise social           

media as a linking force, this study also identified a number of contradictions within and across                

projects that suggests that these platforms also should be recognised as potential sources of              

disruption. 

Coexistence of enterprise social media and other workplace ICTs 

A final empirical contribution is the in-depth focus on the coexistence of enterprise social media               

and other workplace ICTs. By looking at the individual project level as well as the wider                

company, a rich account of the interrelationships was uncovered. 

This line of inquiry is important as knowledge work requires a range of ICTs to support different                 

type of activities and tasks (Spinuzzi, 2015b), and this variety of technologies creates complex              

working environments (Bélanger & Watson-Manheim, 2006). As enterprise social media are           

contributing to this complexity, researchers have discovered how they can both lead to             

conflicting (Yuan et al., 2013; Balakrishnan et al, 2010), as well as complimentary outcomes              

with existing ICTs (Jarrahi & Sawyer, 2013; Turner et al., 2010). Building on a real-life case,                

this study contributes to the literature by considering different levels of detail in order to reveal                

both the complementary and conflicting arrangements of technologies. 

Of notable interest was the observable differences between the use of enterprise social media              

within a project and across projects and how this led to different arrangements of technologies,               

people, and activities. Within a project, enterprise social media were not the norm, but it did find                 

some use, as described in detail in Chp. 6. Part of the explanation for this was the observation                  

that there already were existing ICTs in place that satisfied the needs of the project teams. This                 

led to a niche role for enterprise social media within the project relative to the other ICTs in use.                   

In contrast, Chp. 7 showed how enterprise social media broadly were used across the company               
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for information sharing, supporting peripheral objects and for other informal/hedonic uses. At            

this level of analysis, it became evident that multiple social media platforms were coexisting in a                

functional arrangement, and had mostly found a place and purpose, echoing findings elsewhere             

in the literature (Jarrahi & Sawyer, 2013; Turner et al., 2010) that employees are capable of                

creating effective communication ecologies. Contradictions revealed that this was not always a            

perfect picture, as there was confusion over which platform to choose in some circumstances,              

and also at a more pragmatic level, which platform would deliver the answer to a question most                 

efficiently. Furthermore, there was an asymmetry between the different subjects of the activity             

systems and their level of engagement with all social media platforms, which suggests a deeper               

understanding is necessary to capture the heterogeneous use that seems to exist in workplace.  

Finally, one of the observed conflicts between enterprise social media at both levels of the               

studies, was between Yammer and email. Whilst this was a source of tension, especially across               

the company, solutions were being developed informally within the project level. For instance,             

posting on Yammer had the benefit of a wider audience seeing what was posted, but also tagging                 

a specific person or group would generate a reminder message. Whether this evolution in              

practice provides the best of both worlds is unclear from the data in the study, however it does                  

present a future line of study into the coexistence of enterprise social media and existing ICTs. 

Theoretical contribution 

The theoretical contribution of this thesis is the directed focus on activities to the study of the                 

adoption, use and integration of enterprise social media in in the workplace. This was achieved               

through the application of activity theory and an activity system analysis (Engeström, 1987). The              

work here extends previous research by offering a novel way of contextualising enterprise social              

media as part of collective, tool-mediated and object-oriented activity system (Kaptelinin &            

Nardi, 2006). Based on the literature review, it was clear that only a limited number of studies                 

had framed enterprise social media from such perspective, with some exceptions, e.g., Stolley,             

2009, Hasan & Pfaff, 2012 and Simeonova, 2018, despite having value in the wider study of                

technology (e.g., Allen et al., 2011; Crawford & Hasan, 2006; Hasan & Banna, 2012;              

208 

 

Karanasios, 2018). By adopting an activity theory perspective, three aspects were identified as             

being particularly useful: (1) People’s use of enterprise social media was analysed as part of               

higher activity system (i.e. how and why they are used); (2) enterprise social media were               

conceptualised as mediating tools within activities, but also for linking different activities            

together; and (3) enterprise social media were analysed through concepts of contradictions and             

congruency, focusing on disruption as well as having potential for innovation. The following             

sections will expand upon these specific aspects and discuss how they contribute towards             

advancing the understanding of enterprise social media in project-based knowledge work. 

Firstly, the activity theory framework provided the ability to study social media in-depth as part               

of a collective, tool-mediated and object-oriented activity system (Kaptelinin & Nardi, 2006).            

This structure helped to move away from an individual user separated from context (Nardi,              

1996), analysing them within a higher-level activity system where socio-cultural elements are            

captured. By using activity system as the unit of analysis, people’s individual actions mediated              

by enterprise social media could be interpreted towards the achievement of different (and             

potentially shared) objects. Thus, the notion of object was useful as it supported a more situated                

analysis and explanation as to how and why social media were adopted and used (or not) in                 

certain types of work. The implication being a considerably deeper contextual understanding of             

enterprise social media in workplace settings, and moving beyond the study of individual             

behaviour in isolation. In short, a more holistic view could be captured.  

Secondly, activity theory also facilitated the modelling of work as networks of interrelated             

activity systems to capture more complex and ad hoc working arrangements, as commonly             

encountered in knowledge work (Spinuzzi, 2015a). Hence, analysis was extended from one            

single activity system (eg, only study Development) to a more integrated view across boundaries              

(Development, Sales and Production Management) to understand where social media fitted in            

between the activity systems. Information sharing dependencies in enterprise social media, like            

the one between Sales and Developers, might not always be explicit. Rather it was captured               

through carefully considering the mediating tools and objects of different activities and their             

interrelationships. This suggests that it is important to get an understanding for ‘who shares              
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what’ and ‘where’ in enterprise social media, and ‘who’ is dependent on such information. As               

the findings showed, much of the positive use related to enterprise social media were linked to                

raising ambient awareness and permitting informal communication, whilst the negatives linked           

to differences in needs and concerns about information not being shared openly. It was therefore               

important to focus on the details of individual activity systems and their social media use, as well                 

as investigating the informal and amorphous use of enterprise social media in-between activity             

systems. Consequently, activity theory has had a positive impact on the study of these platforms               

through the ability to capture the networking aspect of activities and the work activities              

themselves. 

Finally, during the course of the study, several contradictions (Engeström, 1987; 2001) and             

congruencies (Allen et al., 2013; Karanasios & Allen, 2014) were identified. These two related              

concepts contributed towards highlighting situations of disruption as well as resolution in            

relation to enterprise social media. Moreover, they made it possible to construct a better              

understanding of what changes and developments could potentially evolve, providing further           

explanations on why enterprise social media succeed, stagnate, or fail in a specific socio-cultural              

setting. Given the far-reaching nature of enterprise social media, with the ability to widely              

permeate both work and social activities at work, there is a strong need for an analytical                

framework that can make visible the hidden opportunities, issues, and tensions that may             

otherwise go unnoticed. Activity theory provides a positive step up the theoretical ladder for the               

study of enterprise social media and their mediating role in work activities. 

Methodological contribution 

This thesis makes three main contributions in terms of methodology: (1) the application of              

activity theory to study enterprise social media, (2) a multi-level, longer-term study of enterprise              

social media in a work setting, and (3) the combination of Kietzmann et al.’s (2011) Honeycomb                

model of enterprise social media and activity theory to better understand contradictions and             

congruency between a Yammer group and other mediating tools in a project. 
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The first contribution was the application of activity theory to the phenomena of enterprise social               

media. As stated in the theoretical contribution, few studies have applied activity theory in the               

context of enterprise social media and their use within organisations. The work presented in this               

thesis provides a practical use case of activity theory that other researchers can build upon, or                

take inspiration from in constructing future studies on these platforms. In particular, a             

contribution is made towards the fourth generation of activity theory, by analysing interrelated             

activity systems, which has been highlighted as an important area for the development of activity               

theory (Spinuzzi, 2011; 2014). Overall, activity theory proved to be a capable framework for              

capturing the complexities surrounding enterprise social media and how they become adopted,            

used and integrated into project-based knowledge work, as well as incorporating the wider             

influencing contextual elements. Consequently, this study illuminated a rich socio-cultural          

account of the use of these platforms in the workplace. By generating “thick descriptions”, this               

study has given voice to the participants and their experiences and views on enterprise social               

media in this specific setting. The work presented here provides an in-depth, situated analysis              

that will be valuable for the wider researcher community in this domain. 

The second contribution is the multi-level, longer-term investigation of enterprise social media.            

The credibility of the findings presented in this study are reinforced by the amount of time spent                 

in-situ gathering data from different levels. The opportunity to be immersed in a naturalistic              

setting provided benefits in terms of creating a good familiarity with the context, e.g. the               

organisational culture, history and development, physical setting, values and norms, everyday           

behaviours of people in their work, as well as their interactions. The longer timeframe also made                

it possible to capture potential change and contingency in relation to enterprise social media that               

might otherwise be missed in cross-sectional studies that only sample particular points in time.              

Furthermore, by studying enterprise social media adoption and use at both the project level and               

company level, several perspectives could be incorporated into the analysis, which led to a              

deeper understanding of how these platforms manifest themselves in diverse arrangements and            

situations within a company. 
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Finally, the third contribution is the combination of Kietzmann et al.’s (2011) Honeycomb model              

and activity theory to help explain in more detail the contradictions between a Yammer group               

and other mediating tools in a small software development project. Whilst activity theory             

identified contradictions between tools, the subsequent application of the Honeycomb model           

provided a closer analysis of specific features of enterprise social media that were already              

catered for by identifying areas of overlap and redundancy. This is a potentially useful approach               

for identifying opportunities to adopt enterprise social media, or alternatively to investigate            

underlying adoption issues with these platforms within organisations. 

Implications for practice 

This study contributes to practice by offering three main insights on the effective adoption, use               

and integration of enterprise social media in project-based knowledge work in terms of: (1)              

support for information sharing in long-term and strategic parts of activities; (2) co-existence and              

role-finding within the existing ICT ecology, and (3) importance of grassroots adoption for a              

more purposeful use to emerge. 

The first implication concerns how enterprise social media can provide support for the long-term              

and strategic aspects of knowledge work. These aspects are vital for sustained success and              

remaining competitive, but difficult to predict, plan and manage, as they can be ambiguous,              

vague and hard to recognise in the first place. As this research shows, enterprise social media                

help to build up a shared knowledge base and facilitate higher levels of ambient awareness in                

employees, allowing for a more effective and valuable understanding of “who know whom and              

who knows what” (Leonardi, 2015). For practitioners, this means being able to adapt to new               

situations, for instance achieved through solving problems collectively, answer questions across           

the organisation as well as sharing of best practices and lessons learned. This is believed to be of                  

vital importance for project-based organisations and organisations in general that are struggling            

with challenges such as redundant efforts, organisational silos and constantly changing work            

arrangements. 
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The second implication concerns how enterprise social media may fit into an existing ICT              

ecology. The findings in this work add weight to the argument that enterprise social media and                

other workplace ICTs can co-exist and support a range of local as well as cross-organisational               

needs for information sharing at different levels, and at different times. The inherent flexibility of               

enterprise social media allow them to find purpose when used without constraints by employees              

to support their work activities. However, it should be noted that the impact on the ecology is not                  

frictionless, and overlaps with other ICTs can lead to confusion. Although, as this work has               

demonstrated, models such as the Honeycomb model (Kietzmann et al., 2011) can be used to               

zoom in on the social characteristics that an ICT ecology already supports, or identify gaps for                

enterprise social media to gain a footing and find purpose. 

The third implication relates to how enterprise social media can be adopted, and what this means                

in practice. As there are limited studies of grassroots adoption, this example provides a rich               

account of how this approach can be successful, and specifically the wider conditions that              

contributed towards that success. This study provides an interesting example of a successful             

grassroots adoption aligned with the specific company, its rules and norms and positive attitude              

to information sharing. It was found that a grassroots approach allows for a purposeful uptake of                

enterprise social media by letting employees experiment and use them in practice without             

constraints and pre-defined goals. This approach provides the opportunity for different platforms            

find their local place where they have a purpose and satisfy a need. However, there is the risk                  

that lack of global visibility and participation can emerge from localised efforts, as well as poor                

integration between the tools. Therefore, reflection and strategic thinking are required once            

enterprise social media have been adopted. For organisations where employees have more            

autonomy and are driven and entrepreneurial, this approach to enterprise social media works             

particularly well. 

As more organisations are adopting enterprise social media, it is hoped that this research will               

provide a deeper understanding of the phenomena which could translate into strategic and             

operational directions for practitioners. From an activity theory perspective, these are framed as             

points for learning and development. Hence, despite being a single case study, the rich              
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contextualisation of enterprise social media could hopefully act as an illustrative example, and             

inform practice under which conditions, situations and for what activities platforms have the             

potential to add value, and what are some of the barriers that needs attention. 

Limitations and future research 

As with any research effort, this study has a number of limitations that need to be recognised, as                  

well as pathways for future research. First, the conducted study is based on a multi-level, single                

case study that makes it difficult to generalise the findings. There is a need for additional studies                 

in other contexts to better understand and contrast how these platforms are influencing work in               

different settings and organisations e.g. sectors/industries, organisational structures and cultures.          

Furthermore, the study was conducted in a company where enterprise social media already were              

adopted and used. Whilst one of the motivations was to capture mature use of enterprise social                

media, it is believed that it would have been relevant to also capture the complete process from                 

adoption to established use. To better capture processes like this, longer term research is needed               

as enterprise social media require time to develop (Luo et al., 2015). In addition, the study was                 

also conducted within a domain that is technically literate, where new ICTs are presumably more               

easily adopted. This could be complemented with studies of enterprise social media in contexts              

were they are less well established. 

In terms of data collection, this study did not apply a systematic analysis of data from the                 

different enterprise social media (with an exception of the Yammer group presented in Chp. 6).               

This is a missed opportunity as such analysis could have enhanced the understanding of people’s               

work activities by better contrasting their sayings with their doings in the systems (e.g. through               

log data). Hence, further research that links online and offline sources is needed. In line with this,                 

it is also suggested that future studies should combine qualitative and quantitative methods to              

study the many angles of enterprise social media from different types of inquiries. Finally,              

another challenge with studying technology mediated work is that it is difficult to accurately              

capture what is happening in-situ (Barley & Kunda, 2001, p. 85). During the study, it was                

challenging at times to capture all the activities that were taking place, especially as people were                
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sitting at their desks using computers or working from home. This has also been discussed in                

Chp. 3 in terms of activity theory and the difficulties that exist related to mapping out complex,                 

collaborative knowledge work in a specific domain. Spending a long time in the setting helped               

overcome some of these problems, but there is still potential for further development. Here is a                

chance for future research to develop new methods on how to best capture work that is “invisible                 

to everyone but its own practitioners” (Nardi & Engeström, 1999, p. 2). 

Concluding remarks 

In the relatively short history of enterprise social media, significant impacts can already be              

observed in the workplace. From the early experiments with emerging platforms, to the             

recognition of the complexity generated by the increasingly intertwined social and technical            

dimensions, it is clear that enterprise social media have established themselves within the             

organisation as a serious professional tool for information sharing, as well as a topic of               

considerable interest for academic research. This work was motivated by the need for further              

studies that investigate how enterprise social media are incorporated into day-to-day work            

activities, and the impacts they have upon project-based knowledge work.  

The potential value of enterprise social media at work has been thoroughly established through              

previous studies, yet the associated challenges still raise the possibility that their uptake could              

lead to instability, complexity and fragmentation. The findings here suggest that by providing             

time, space and freedom for enterprise social media to find their place (or fail to), this risk can be                   

mitigated and lead to a better chance for successful adoption and use. However, efforts must be                

made to strategically review this development in order to identify any fragile and unrecognised              

dependencies that emerge, as well as the formation of unintentional barriers that prevent             

information sharing. Ultimately, and somewhat paradoxically, organisations must be willing to           

give up some control over how employees use enterprise social media in order to find the                

opportunities that provide most value. However, caution must be exercised, as the influence of              

the style of organisation may be a confounding factor in this development. 
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Also, this work has demonstrated how activity theory can provide a holistic lens to study the                

complex phenomena of enterprise social media, and shown how they can be contextualised as              

part of people’s tool-mediated, object-oriented “doings” (Kuutti, 1996). Furthermore, deeper          

explanations have been provided as to how and why enterprise social media are used in a work                 

setting. The concepts of contradiction and congruency were particularly useful to illuminate            

potential needs for change and development within and between work activities. It can be argued               

that activity theory has the necessary capacity to support a multi-faceted analysis of the many               

challenges created by the adoption, use and integration of enterprise social media into             

organisational arrangements. Moreover, as work organisations with less formalised structure          

continue to grow as an alternative workplace model within the knowledge industry and             

elsewhere, frameworks are required that can cope with the inherent complexities. The experience             

of this work adds to the case for activity theory being one fruitful approach. However, given the                 

trend towards decentralised, dynamic and digital workplaces, more attention must be given to             

networked activities and interrelated activity systems. This could be an important direction for             

future development of activity theory and its application in related research fields.  
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 [Datum XXX] 

Informationsbrev till deltagare 

Du har blivit tillfrågad att delta i den här studien på grund av att din kunskap och erfarenhet                  
anses mycket värdefull och viktig för mitt forskningsämne. Jag som ber dig medverka heter              
Emma Forsgren och är doktorand vid institutionen Biblioteks- och informationsvetenskap,          
Högskolan i Borås. 

Sedan september 2012 genomför jag mitt forskningsprojekt där intervjuer är en del av min              
datainsamlingsmetod. Jag vill poängtera att ditt deltagande är helt frivilligt och jag ber dig att               
noggrant ta del av nedanstående information i syfte att fatta beslut om att deltaga i studien. Jag                 
svarar gärna på frågor om det är något som är oklart.  

Beskrivning av studien 
Syftet med studien är att analysera hur sociala medier formar informationshanteringen i olika             
arbetsprocesser och vice versa. Det kan handla om hur anställda använder, delar och söker              
information i sitt dagliga arbete och vilken betydelse sociala medier har för detta. Jag vill               
exempelvis ta reda på: När används sociala medier? I vilka arbetsuppgifter- och situationer             
används de och på vilket sätt? Vad är det som motiverar anställda att använda (inte använda)                
sociala medier i deras arbete? Och mer specifikt - vad är det som motiverar anställda att använda                 
sociala medier för att dela (inte dela) information? Frågorna kopplar också an till övriga              
kommunikationskanaler på arbetsplatsen, företagskulturen, normer och värderingar samt        
relationer. 

Tillvägagångssätt 
Intervjun består av två delar. Den inledande delen består av ett antal kortare bakgrundsfrågor              
som du själv fyller i. Därefter, i den andra delen, samtalar vi utifrån ett antal frågor baserat på                  
olika teman. Du kan när som helst avbryta mig om det är något du undrar. Du kan också välja att                    
avstå från att svara på frågor. Jag har beräknat intervjun till 1,5 -2 tim. Intervjun kommer, om jag                  
får ditt godkännande, att spelas in i syfte att underlätta transkribering och analys av data. 
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Viktigt att känna till 
● Ditt deltagande är helt frivilligt. Du kan när som helst, muntligt eller skriftligt, avbryta 

ditt deltagande utan motivering.  
● Dina svar kommer att behandlas konfidentiellt vilket innebär att jag i möjligaste mån 

kommer att skydda din identitet och personliga uppgifter. Det kommer bland annat göras 
genom att svaren kodas. 

● Allt insamlat material kommer att förvaras hos mig på en säker plats. Varken jag, 
Högskolan i Borås eller tredje part kommer att sprida obehandlat, råmaterial vidare. 

● Det insamlande materialet kommer att användas för analys, tolkning och publikationer 
inom forskning. 

  
Slutligen vill jag också tacka så mycket för att du tar dig tid och ställer upp! 
  
Kontaktperson: 
Emma Forsgren 
Doktorand vid institutionen Biblioteks- och informationsvetenskap, Högskolan i Borås. 
E-post: emma.forsgren@hb.se 
 
Huvudhandledare: 
Katriina Byström 
Professor vid institutionen Biblioteks- och informationsvetenskap, Högskolan i Borås. 
E-post: katriina.bystrom@hb.se 
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Deltagare [XXX] 
Datum [XXX] 

Kort bakgrundsfakta  
Födelseår? 

Kön?  

Har du en akademisk bakgrund? 

● Om ja, i vad då?  

Vad har du för tidigare arbetslivserfarenhet? 

Hur länge har du arbetat på NordServ? 

Vad har du för titel? 

Vilka ungefärliga arbetstider har du? 

● Tex, när är du vanligtvis på kontoret? 

● Jobbar du mycket hemifrån?  

Beskriv med några korta ord, vad är utmärkande för kulturen på NordServ? 

 

Allmän introduktion 
Kan du beskriva din roll kopplat till Nordserv’s arbetsprocesser? 

● Vad arbetar du med? 

● Vilka kollegor samarbetar du med?  

● Vad skulle du säga är målet med ditt arbete? 

Hur ser en typisk arbetsdag ut för dig?  

● Ge gärna ett exempel  

Vilken typ av organisationsstruktur uppfattar du att ni har på NordServ? 

Hur samarbetar ni mellan de olika kontoren? 

Hur skulle du beskriva kommunikationen inom företaget? 

Hur håller du dig uppdaterad kring vad som händer inom företaget? 

Hur skulle du beskriva samhörigheten på arbetsplatsen?  

 

Arbetsprocesser, arbetsuppgifter samt informationsdelning  
Vad har du för behov av information i ditt arbete? 
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● Ge gärna exempel  

Finns det situationer när brist på information har hindrat dig i ditt arbete? 

● Ge gärna exempel  

Hur delar du och dina kollegor information sinsemellan?  

Från vilka informationsresurser (tex system, personer, dokument ) får du information? 

Vilket sätt att dela information är mest värdefullt för dig? 

● Tex face to face, e-mail, telefon, sociala medier etc  

Vilken betydelse ha mer “informell” informationen för hur du utför ditt arbete? 

● Tex samtal med kollegor under en fikapaus, diskussioner på kontoret, sociala aktiviteter  

Finns det informella nätverk/communities som delar information med varandra på arbetsplatsen? 

● Om ja, ge gärna exempel på situationer när det informella nätverket är värdefullt 

Finns det regler eller rutiner i företaget för hur information skall delas? 

Vad fungerar bra/respektive mindre bra vad gäller informationshanteringen på företaget? 

● Ge gärna exempel på en sådan situation  

På vilket sätt skulle informationsavdelningen på arbetsplatsen kunna effektiviseras enligt dig? 

 

IT-stöd i arbetsprocesser och arbetsuppgifter 
Vilket IT-stöd används i de arbetsprocesser och arbetsuppgifter som du är involverad i? 

Beskriv gärna vilka IT-system du använder i ditt dagliga arbete? 

● När används de olika systemen och hur ofta? 

Hur relaterar de olika IT-systemen till varandra?  

● Tex finns det glapp/överlappningar? 

Vilka system anser du vara mest värdefulla? Varför? 

Vad skulle du säga  kan förbättras vad gäller IT-stödet?  

Arbetsuppgifter kan genomföras nästan vart som helst på grund av modern teknik, hur påverkar det 

utförandet av dina arbetsuppgifter?  

 

Användning (icke användning) av sociala medier 
Vad är sociala medier för dig? 

Hur använder du dig av sociala medier i dina arbetsuppgifter? 
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● Kan du ge ett exempel på en situation/situationer när du använde sociala medier i arbetet? 

När är du uppkopplad och tillgänglig via sociala medier på arbetsplatsen?  

Vad motiverar dig att använda sociala medier på arbetsplatsen? 

Hur skiljer sig den användningen mot hur du använder sociala medier privat (om du gör det)? 

Vilka möjligheter och svårigheter har du stött på med att använda sociala medier i arbetet? 

Vilka risker anser du att sociala medier skapar på arbetsplatsen? 

Vilken betydelse spelar sociala medier för NordServ? 

Anser du att NordServ har tillräckligt med sociala verktyg? 

Vad skulle få dig att använda sociala medier ytterligare? 

Vilken information delas via sociala medier på arbetsplatsen? 

Vad är dina åsikter om den information som produceras i och genom sociala medier på NordServ?  

● Tex, hur värderar du den? 

Vad anser du om att icke-arbetsrelaterad information finns i sociala medier på arbetsplatsen? 

● Vilken funktion fyller den? 

Vilken information vill du själv ta del av i sociala medier? 

● Inte ta del av? 

 

Införandet av sociala medier på NordServ  
Har du erfarenhet från när NordServ införde sociala medier? 

● Om ja, kan du dela med dig av dina erfarenheter?  

På vilket sätt tycker du att ditt arbete har förändrats sedan sociala medier infördes?  

● Om personen inte vet, jmf med tidigare arbetsplatser 

Upplever du att det sker någon kontroll av informationen som delas via sociala medier? 

● Motivera gärna ditt svar 

Anser du att det behövs kontroll? 

På vilket sätt underlättar NordServ dig att förstå hur och när sociala medier på arbetsplatsen skall 

användas? 
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Företagskultur och sociala medier  
Hur skulle du beskriva kulturen som finns på Nordserv? 

● Tänk att du skall beskriva den för en utomstående? 

Vilka värderingar, uppfattningar finns på arbetsplatsen ? 

Hur uppfattar du att anställda på NordServ ser på användandet av sociala medier på arbetsplatsen?  

● Tex vilka bilder, attityder uppfattningar finns? 

Anser du att företagets kultur återspeglas i hur sociala medier används? 

●  Motivera varför/varför inte? 

Upplever du att det finns förväntningar på dig att du skall vara aktiv i NordServs sociala medier? 

● Hur visar sig de förväntningarna isf? 

Enligt dina erfarenheter, är det viktigt att hänga med på vad som händer i sociala medier på NordServ? 

● Hur håller du dig uppdaterad? 

Hur påverkar det öppna kontorslandskapet ditt sätt att använda sociala medier? 

 

Privat och professionellt  
Det talas ofta om att det har blivit svårt att dra en gräns mellan privatliv och arbetsliv på grund av tex 

sociala medier, hur tänker du kring det? 

Hur viktigt är det för dig att separera arbetsliv och privatliv? 

Hur använder du social medier på arbetet jämfört med hur du använder sociala medier privat? 

●  Finns det likheter eller skillnader? 
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Appendix C 

Overview of participants 
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Code  Gender Business process and role  

P.A  Male IT process  

P.B Male  Software development: Project manager, technical lead, developer 
Sales: Technical salesperson 

P.C Male Software development: Developer, project manager  

P.D Male Sales 

P.E Male Sales 

P.F Male Software development: Developer, technical lead 

P.G Female Software development: Information management 

P.H Male Production management 

P.I Male Software development: User experience expert  

P.J Male Process development  
Sales  

P.K Male  Software development: Project manager  
Sales: Pre-sales 

P.L Female Design and user experience expert 

P.M Male Software development: Developer  

P.N Male Software development: Project manager 
Sales  

P.O Male Sales 

P.P Female Software development: Developer  

P.Q Male Founder 

P.R Male Sales 

P.S Male Software development: Developer, User experience expert, Information 
Management  
Innovation process  

P.T Male Project manager  

P.U Male Research and development  

P.V Male Software development: Developer, project manager 

P.X Male  Software development: Developer 

P.Y Male Software development: Project manager  
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