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Knowledge dynamics at the firm-user community boundary:

A Community of Practice view

ABSTRACT

In this paper, we address the need for newer approaches to engage with the interactive nature of
knowledge exchange that occurs when firms engage in open innovation with user communities.
Drawing on the Community of Practice perspective, we develop a relational framework that
forms the basis for examining the social dynamics underpinning knowledge collaboration
between the firm and the community. This framework integrates the perspective of community
(and its users) with the host firm to enable a comprehensive investigation of the tensions
associated with the dynamics at the firm-community boundary, and how these tensions can be
managed generatively to enable seamless co-creation of knowledge and innovation. We discuss
how researchers can use the framework for future studies that seek to better understand the
complex, relational dynamics of firm-community knowledge collaboration. These insights are
valuable for firms to support knowledge collaboration by focusing on effective boundary

management practices for negotiating tensions that emanate at the firm-community boundary.
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Knowledge dynamics at the firm-user community boundary:
A Community of Practice view

Introduction

Organizations increasingly engage in open innovation (Ol) by collaborating and exchanging
knowledge with communities of users across their boundaries (Chesbrough, 2003; Chesbrough &
Bogers, 2014; West et al., 2014). Often this happens via online, web-based platforms that firms
host as a deliberate means of leveraging user communities for the co-creation of knowledge and
innovation (Jeppesen & Frederiksen, 2006; Wiertz & de Ruyter, 2007). Despite their growing
prevalence, firm-hosted user communities (FHUC) have received only little attention in the Ol
literature (Randhawa et al., 2016; West & Lakhani, 2008). As a result, we do not know much

about how firms can manage knowledge collaboration with FHUCs for Ol.

Studies on user innovation (e.g., Fuller et al., 2008; von Hippel & von Krogh, 2003) and
community-based innovation (e.g., Nambisan & Baron, 2009) have directed more attention to
user communities as compared to Ol research, but their emphasis has been on intra-community
aspects and the role of users as innovators, and not on how the firm captures value through the
purposive exchange of knowledge with user communities (Lauritzen et al., 2013; Piller & West,
2014). In Ol via FHUCSs, users not only interact and share knowledge within the community, but
also with the host firm and its members (Hienerth et al., 2014). This highlights the need to focus
on the knowledge dynamics that occur at the boundary between the firm and the community — an
area that remains under-researched (e.g., Dahlander et al., 2008; Dahlander & Magnusson, 2005;

Hienerth et al., 2011; West & Lakhani, 2008).

Till date, the majority of Ol studies have taken a firm-centric approach, directing attention to the

integration and use of external knowledge to boost the firm’s internal R&D and innovation
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outcomes (West & Bogers, 2014). Accordingly, researchers have primarily drawn on classical
knowledge theories namely absorptive capacity (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990), exploration and
exploitation (March, 1991; Rivette & Kline, 2000) and the knowledge-based view (Kogut &
Zander, 1996), to study knowledge flows across inter-firm dyads, and more recently, in network-
based structures (Piller & West, 2014; Randhawa et al., 2016; Vanhaverbeke et al., 2014).
Knowledge exchange here is governed by formal arrangements such as R&D contracts,
technology partnerships or IP transfer agreements (e.g., Chesbrough, 2006; Vanhaverbeke et al.,
2008; West & Gallagher, 2006), and knowledge itself is conceived as resource stocks in the form

of IP or technology (Piller & West, 2014).

Communities have been recognized as separate extra-organizational sources of knowledge and
innovation (West & Lakhani, 2008; Dahlander & Frederiksen, 2012). Distinct to inter-firm dyads
or network contexts, Ol via FHUCs emerges through an interactive coupled model (Piller &
West, 2014; West & Bogers, 2014). Here knowledge is co-created in the community, a largely
autonomous entity that is outside the hierarchical realm of the firm (Lee & Cole, 2003;
O’Mahoney & Bechky, 2008). Innovation in this context is jointly produced through iterative
knowledge exchange between the firm and the user community, and amongst users within the
community itself, thus introducing much more complex, social dynamics to knowledge
collaboration (Chesbrough & Bogers, 2014). Adding to this complexity, these entities are driven
by competing goals and motives: while the host firm primarily seeks to capture commercial
value from community-driven Ol, users engage in the community to create and derive social
value (Piller & West, 2014). As a result, tensions emerge at the boundary between the firm and
community, which the host firm must tackle to maintain seamless firm-community knowledge

collaboration (Faraj et al., 2011; Lauritzen et al., 2013).
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In this paper, we argue that these complex dynamics within and across FHUCs challenge the
traditional firm-centric approaches to studying knowledge exchange in Ol, and warrant a more
relational perspective to address the interactive coupled form of knowledge collaboration that
occurs across the firm-community boundary. Rethinking firm-based views on knowledge
management, Lee and Cole (2003) proposed a new community-based model of knowledge
creation in the context of Open Source Software communities. Other scholars have raised the
need for adopting a processual perspective to engage with the tensions underpinning community-
based knowledge collaboration (e.g., Faraj et al., 2011), and have suggested the applicability of
Community of Practice (CoP) (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Lave & Wenger, 1991)
as a lens to study the role of communities in Ol (e.g., West & Lakhani, 2008; O’Mahony &
Lakhani, 2011). Our goal in this paper is to respond to these calls, and extend such work by
drawing on a CoP perspective to develop a process-based framework to examine and manage
knowledge dynamics at the firm-community boundary. Different to traditional knowledge
theories, the CoP lens provides a relational perspective on knowledge that accounts for the social
complexity of firm-community knowledge exchange, viewing it as a process that goes beyond

the formally governed transfer of knowledge stocks (Swan, 2007; Lee & Cole, 2003).

Our CoP-based relational framework integrates the perspective of the community (and its users)
with the host firm, thus extending the hitherto firm-centric view to studying knowledge exchange
in Ol, and focuses on the social dynamics between these entities as the seat of knowledge
collaboration through which Ol emerges from FHUCs. The framework forms the basis to
examine how tensions emanate and interact across the firm-community boundary, and how firms
can generatively manage them to enable the co-creation of knowledge and innovation. We

suggest how future empirical research can apply our framework to study knowledge dynamics at

4



Krithika Randhawa | 5
2016 AOM paper

interface between firms and communities. Our paper thus makes a contribution toward
advancing an understanding of how firms can manage knowledge collaboration at the firm-

community boundary and capture value from community-based Ol.

Literature review and theoretical background

Ol in inter-firm dyads and networks: the role of traditional theories to study knowledge collaboration

The Ol literature identifies three modes of knowledge exchange between the firm and its
innovation partners: (1) inbound (or outside-in), which involves the access and integration of
knowledge from external sources to accelerate a firm’s internal innovation process; (2) outbound
(or inside-out), which involves the outflow and commercialization of a firm’s internally
developed knowledge to bring ideas to market; and (3) coupled, which combines outside-in
process with the inside-out process between complementary partners such as those in inter-firm
alliances (Enkel et al., 2009; Gassmann & Enkel, 2004) (Chesbrough, 2003; West & Gallagher,
2006). Thus, inbound and outbound modes of Ol involve a unidirectional flow of knowledge into
or out of a firm respectively, while the coupled process is based on inter-firm dyadic
collaboration and bidirectional knowledge flows (West & Bogers, 2014). Research, albeit
relatively lesser, has also focused on how firms utilize inter-firm networks as external source of
knowledge and innovation (Vanhaverbeke & Cloodt, 2006). Knowledge exchange in these
arrangements are generally governed by formal arrangements such as alliances or monetized

through licenses (Aslesen & Freel, 2012; Lichtenthaler & Lichtenthaler, 2009).

With respect to theoretical perspectives adopted, a significant body of Ol research draws on
absorptive capacity (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990) to investigate how firms can absorb and utilize

external knowledge for Ol (e.g., Cassiman & Veugelers, 2006), and the linkage between
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absorptive capacity and innovation performance (e.g., Rothaermel & Alexandre, 2009; Fabrizio,
2009). The knowledge-based view of the firm (Grant, 1996; Kogut & Zander, 1992) and
knowledge creation theory (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995) is used to study the role of capabilities in
accessing, converting and assimilating externally developed knowledge (Vanhaverbeke et al.,
2008) in boosting Ol outcomes (e.g., Huggins, 2010; Ordanini & Maglio, 2009). Ol studies also
draw on March’s (1991) notion of exploration and exploitation to investigate how firms can
explore external knowledge (for instance, to source IP and technology through in-licensing)
(e.g.,Arora et al.,, 2001) and exploit knowledge (for instance, to commercialize IP and
technology through out-licensing) (e.g., Chesbrough, 2006; Vanhaverbeke et al., 2008; West &

Gallagher, 2006).

In sum, it is evident that Ol research till date has predominantly adopted a firm-centric
perspective to investigate mechanisms of knowledge exchange using classical knowledge
theories (i.e. absorptive capacity, knowledge-based view and knowledge exploration and
exploitation) (West & Bogers, 2014) (Randhawa et al., 2016). These knowledge theories are
underpinned by the assumption that knowledge is a discrete resource that can be developed and
exchanged between entities through formal processes of knowledge creation and transfer (Swan,
2007). Knowledge can be objectified, and hence converted from one form to another (eg., tacit to
explicit) (Nonaka & Takeuchi, 1995). This view of “knowledge as possession” (Cook & Brown,
1999) has suited extant research where the focus has been on transfer of technology or IP as
knowledge resources into a firm’s internal innovation process, across inter-firm dyads or
network-based structures formalized through R&D alliances, technology partnerships or IP

transfer agreements.
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Ol via user communities: the need for new approaches to study knowledge collaboration

Today Ol occurs increasingly when firms tap into communities of users as external sources of
knowledge and innovation (Baldwin & von Hippel, 2011; Piller & West, 2014). These
communities differ from Ol networks in being emergent, voluntary associations of users
characterized by autonomy, mutuality and shared identities (West & Bogers, 2014; Dahlander &
Frederiksen, 2012). Firms host communities on online platforms to exchange knowledge with
users along the Ol process including co-ideation (e.g., Starbuck’s ‘MyStarbucksldea’ and Dell’s
‘IdeaStorm’), co-design (e.g., Lego’s ‘Mindstorm’ and Nike’s ‘Niketalk’) and co-testing (e.g.,
Xerox’s ‘Open Xerox’ and Nokia’s ‘Betalabsnokia’), and sometimes base their entire business
model on such community-based Ol (e.g., Threadless). Although FHUCs are burgeoning in
practice, they have received only limited attention in the Ol literature (Randhawa et al., 2016;

West & Lakhani, 2008).

User innovation (e.g., Fuller et al., 2008; von Hippel & von Krogh, 2003) and community-based
innovation studies (e.g., Nambisan & Baron, 2009) have focused more on user communities, but
these streams, driven by their orientation towards the users’ social value creation, have almost
exclusively examined intra-community aspects, such as peer-to-peer assistance in Open Source
Software (OSS) (Lakhani & Von Hippel, 2003) and sporting goods (e.g., Franke & Shah, 2003;
Shah, 2006). FHUCSs, where users contribute to innovations that are commercialized by firms,
can be considered as a source of Ol that involves knowledge exchange between the host firm and
the user community (Piller & West., 2014). Therefore, we need a better understanding of
knowledge flows at the firm-community boundary as the key enabler of firms’ value capture
through community-based Ol (e.g., Dahlander et al., 2008; Dahlander & Magnusson, 2005; West

& Lakhani, 2008).
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There are two main characteristics of knowledge collaboration in community-based Ol which
differentiate it from other inter-firm modes of knowledge exchange discussed earlier. First, Ol
via FHUCs can be viewed as occurring through an interactive coupled mode (Piller & West,
2014; West & Bogers, 2014), where knowledge is co-created external to the focal firm in the
community through collaborative practices between the host firm and the community.
Furthermore, as FHUCs are self-governing structures falling outside the firm’s hierarchy,
knowledge collaboration in this type of Ol cannot be isolated from the autonomous many-to-
many social interactions that users engage in within the community (Lee & Cole, 2003). This is
different to the coupled mode of Ol in inter-firm dyads and networks where knowledge is
produced independently by each firm and then transferred to the other, and this exchange is

controlled and governed by formal contracts.

Second, knowledge exchange across the firm-community boundary is affected by competing
goals and demands of the firm and the community members: while the host firm members are
driven by the firm’s strategic intent for value capture and profit appropriability, users are
primarily motivated by their regard for social value creation through communal exchange and
collective action (e.g, Shah, 2006), mutual cooperation and reciprocity (e.g., Lakhani & Von
Hippel, 2003), or other intrinsic motives for participation such as enjoyment or task achievement
(e.g., von Hippel & von Krogh, 2003). In the absence of formal contracts governing knowledge
exchange across FHUCSs, these contrasting motives signify sources of tensions when firms and
communities interact (Piller & West, 2014; Lauritzen et al., 2013), and hence has a bearing on

the knowledge dynamics at the firm-community interface.

Therefore, a theoretical framework to understand firm-community knowledge dynamics needs to

account for: (1) the many-to-many interactive knowledge sharing processes within the
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community and the one-to-many knowledge exchange processes between the firm and the
community, as well as (2) the tensions unfolding at the boundary between the firm and the
community, and how they affect knowledge collaboration. Conventional knowledge theories
hitherto used by OI researchers in the context of inter-firm dyads or networks, that view
knowledge as an acquirable resource and knowledge transfer as a formal, mechanistic process,
appear inadequate to address the complex, relational processes underpinning knowledge
exchange in Ol via FHUCs. We suggest that the CoP perspective that conceives knowledge as
situated in social processes (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Wenger, 1998) is better equipped to

address the dynamics of firm-community knowledge collaboration.

Previous research has raised the need for adopting a process perspective to examine the
relationships between communities and firms (O’Mahony & Lakhani, 2011), and to engage with
the tensions associated with the dynamics of knowledge collaboration in online communities
(Faraj et al., 2011). Scholars have also indicated the applicability of CoP as a lens to study the
role of communities in Ol (West & Lakhani, 2008; O’Mahony & Lakhani, 2011).
Acknowledging the inability of firm-based views of knowledge to explain distributed knowledge
creation, Lee and Cole (2003) have developed a new community-based model in the context of
Open Source Software communities. Responding to these calls and extending such work, in this
paper, we adopt a CoP perspective to understand and explain the knowledge dynamics when Ol

occurs via FHUCs.

In the next section, after elucidating why CoP view on knowledge is well-suited to our research
context, we develop a conceptualization of firm-community knowledge collaboration based on a
CoP perspective. Following this, we build a relational framework that integrates organizational

with extra-organizational perspectives (Vanhaverbeke et al., 2014; West & Lakhani, 2008; West
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et al., 2014), and connects the pivotal entities - host firm and community (and its users) — with a
particular focus on the social dynamics that underpin knowledge collaboration across the firm-
community boundary. Our framework forms the basis to engage with the tensions at the firm-
community boundary, and how firms can manage them to maintain seamless knowledge
collaboration. We then suggest an agenda for future researchers to study various facets of the

firm-community knowledge dynamics.

Firm-community knowledge collaboration: A ‘Community of Practice’ perspective

Why a ‘Community of Practice’ view on knowledge for Ol via FHUCs?

Three tenets of the CoP view of knowledge as identified by Carlile (2002), differentiate it from
traditional knowledge theories, and make it more suitable as a framework for studying the
knowledge dynamics underpinning Ol via FHUCSs. First, the CoP perspective views knowledge
as embedded in practice, that is, it is constituted in social relations, and is co-produced through
social interactions in a community context (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Wenger, 1998; Lave &
Wenger, 1991). Knowledge is therefore seen as something people ‘do’ mutually in a collective
setting as opposed to something that firms possess, acquire and transfer in the form of IP or
technology (Swan, 2007). Thus, the CoP perspective acknowledges the socially situated,
interactive nature of knowledge as something beyond a well-defined, easily codifiable substance

(Brown & Duguid, 1996; Lave, 1988).

Second, knowledge is seen as localized in practice, and innovation as emerging from the
improvisational ways in which members solve specialized problems within the community (Lave
and Wenger, 1991; Brown & Duguid, 2001). Third, knowledge is said to be invested in practice

as members tend to protect knowledge that they have developed locally; hence this knowledge is
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‘at stake” for those who have invested in it. These characteristics, while useful for the creation of
knowledge within a CoP, pose a challenge for exchange of knowledge across a CoP, as they give
rise to ‘knowledge boundaries’ (Carlile, 2002, 2004), which can hinder the capture of innovation
by the firm initiating the CoP (Brown & Duguid, 2001; Swan et al., 2007). Tensions arise at
these boundaries due to conflicting identities and worldviews, as well as goals and motivations

between the interacting entities (Handley et al., 2006; Hong & Fiona, 2009).

In sum, by providing a processual perspective on knowledge, the CoP lens specifically sensitizes
us to the importance of relational exchanges in shaping knowledge collaboration. Knowledge
here is not a resource that resides in cognitive or technological structures, but is instead an
activity that people ‘do’ together in a social context (Nicolini, 2011). In this way, the CoP view
accounts for the social complexity of knowledge exchange underpinning Ol via FHUCSs, viewing
it as a process that is beyond mere acquisition and transfer of knowledge stocks (Thompson,
2005). This perspective also highlights the “stickiness” of knowledge recognizing how
‘knowledge boundaries’ are created at the interface between firms and communities (Carlile,
2002, 2004), and how tensions at these boundaries have to be negotiated for effective firm-
community knowledge collaboration (Duguid, 2005). Hence, we posit that the CoP lens is

pertinent to our context of Ol via FHUCs.

A ‘Community of Practice’ conceptualization of knowledge collaboration

The idea of knowledge in CoP is underpinned by how it has been conceived in wider practice-
based studies; that is, knowledge is seen as situated in practices, leading to the notions of
knowing-in-practice (Gherardi, 2008; Gherardi & Nicolini, 2000). Put differently, “knowing is
an ongoing social accomplishment, constituted and reconstituted in everyday practice”

(Orlikowski, 2002, p. 252). These works draw on earlier ideas on human knowledgeability that
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view knowledge as actively constructed in social practice (Bourdieu, 1977), intricately tied to

social routines (Giddens, 1979) and situated action (Lave, 1988).

A CoP perspective adopts a wider meaning of the term ‘practice’. Practice is not just well-
codified routines; it is action informed by meaning drawn from the community context (Cook
and Brown, 1989). Practice thus entails meaningful engagement by members in the community
(Handley et al., 2006). Meaning here is developed when members develop an understanding of
who they are and how they belong to the community through their participation in the
community’s shared practice (Wenger, 1998; 2000). This implies that the issue of the
development of social identity by members is an important concern to engaging in social
practice. In this way, CoPs engender individual member identities that are tied to collective
practices of the community (Swan et al., 2002). Therefore, member identities are also critical to

how knowledge collaboration occurs in a CoP.

Viewed through a CoP lens, knowledge developed in FHUC is thus embedded in the collective
practices of the community and involves the construction of individual user identities through
their participation in the community. Therefore, the two concepts we see as intricately linked to
knowledge collaboration in a FHUC are practice and identity. The relationship between
knowledge, practice and identity spurs a “virtuous circle”: the more users engage in the practice,
the more they inter-subjectively produce and exchange knowledge, and the more they identify
with the community, which in turn motivates them to participate more in the community’s
practice (Thompson, 2005). Thus, the CoP perspective acknowledges the complex, social
dynamics of knowledge collaboration at the collective community as well as the individual user
levels within a FHUC. By integrating individual users and the collective community with

knowledge collaboration within and across communities, the CoP approach provides a way to
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extend the firm-centric approach to studying knowledge exchange prevalent in extant Ol

research.

In line with the initial conceptualizations of CoPs as “cohesive and homogenous social objects”
(Handley et al., 2006; p. 642), early studies focused on the ease with which members share
knowledge through mutuality, joint practices and shared identities (Hong & Fiona, 2009;
Roberts, 2006). Recent work has however emphasized the potential for tensions across CoPs
caused by embedded power differentials (Hong & Fiona, 2009; Roberts, 2006; Swan et al., 2002;
Thompson, 2005) and multiple identities (Handley et al., 2006; Hong et al., 2009). These
tensions are the core of knowledge dynamics at the firm-community boundary. This brings into
question how the CoP perspective can inform us about the role of boundaries in knowledge
exchange across FHUCs.

Boundaries are said to play a paradoxical role in CoPs. While boundaries can create divisions
and pose difficulties in knowledge exchange, they can also be the link between the CoP and the
external entity, and hence a space which offers new opportunities for knowledge collaboration
and innovation (Wenger, 2000; Swan et al., 2002; Duguid, 2005). Applying Carlile (2002, 2004),
knowledge collaboration across FHUCs requires traversing ‘knowledge boundaries’ formed due
to competing practices and identity structures between the host firm and community (Handley et
al., 2006; Hong & Fiona, 2009). We return to the topic of firm-community ‘knowledge

boundaries’, and how they can be managed later in the paper.

Relational framework of firm-community knowledge collaboration

Employing a CoP perspective, we have conceived knowledge collaboration as emerging out of
users’ engaging in the social practices of the FHUC and constructing social identity through this

process of participation. This conceptualization reflects the two constitutive and inter-related
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concepts that lie at the core of the dynamics of firm-community knowledge collaboration:
practice (at the collective community level) and identity (at the individual user level). In this
section, we further develop the dynamics underlying these concepts. We argue that dynamics of
power relations emerge through competing practices between the firm and the community.
Dynamics of social identity construction emanates when users construct multiple identities in
relation to the firm and community. The development of practice and identity through
participation in FHUC, and their associated knowledge dynamics at the firm-community

boundary forms the basis of our relational framework (Figure 1).

Practice: Dynamics of power relations

From a CoP viewpoint, knowledge is situated in social practice, and is inseparable from it. Here,
practice refers to engaging in a task in a meaningful way within a collective context (Brown &
Duguid, 1991). Accordingly, FHUC can be seen as constituted of and produced by social
practices that the actors - (user) community and host firm members - collaboratively engage in
(Nicolini, 2011; Schatzki, 1996, 2005). Knowledge collaboration is thus integrally tied to social

practices within and across the FHUC.

Practices can be of two types: canonical and non-canonical (Brown & Duguid, 2001; Duguid,
2005). Canonical practices take the form of explicit rules and convey ‘know-that’ to users. These
include procedures, tasks and norms for participation laid down by the host firm to govern the
user community’s actions. ‘Know-how’ is however developed via non-canonical practices that
users form by adopting tacit cultural templates of the community including community norms,
values, rituals and conventions. These shape users’ practical understandings of what to say and

do in the collective context (Schatzki, 2005).
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The firm’s canonical practices and the user community’s non-canonical practices connect and
interact. In doing so, they give rise to tensions related to power dynamics at the interface
between firms and communities (Osterlund & Carlile, 2005; Roberts, 2006). The fact that
FHUC:s are not fully autonomous CoPs, and that firms control and direct the community through
the use of rules, policies and other canonical practices, implies that power relations are implicit
in the social practice. Yet, the community also develops self-governing, non-canonical norms,
values and rituals that guide how users engage in the community. Thus, FHUCs manifest
asymmetrical power relations as tension between explicit, canonical governance practices of the
host firm and the tacit, non-canonical self-governance practices of the community. Tensions
related to these power differentials can distract the collective knowledge collaboration process at
the firm-community boundary. A better understanding of how these actually plays out in FHUCs
can feed into better alignment of governance practices by the host firm — a topic of pertinence to

Ol research (Dahlander et al., 2008).

Identity: Dynamics of social identity construction

In a CoP, users construct social identities through their participation in the community’s practice.
(Wenger, 1998; Handley et al., 2006). Therefore, knowing in a CoP is also tied to how users
develop a sense of belonging to the community resulting in the formation, interpretation and
negotiation of the individual users’ position in the community (who they are) and the ways they
are related to each other (what they do) (Albert & Whetten, 1985). This reveals the social,

dynamic nature of identity formation.

In FHUCs, user identities reflect two types of social relations. The first type is linked to
community membership how users identify with the community. The second type is bound to

their perceptive association with the firm and relates to how they identify with the host firm.
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Users derive social value by assigning meaning to their engagement with both the firm and the
community, which results in the formation of dual or sometimes multiple social identities among

users.

Adapting the work of Alvesson & Willmott (2002), Handley et al., (2006) link the individual
identity in a CoP to two processes of identity construction: (1) identity-regulation and (2)
identity-work. Applying this to FHUC, identity regulation refers to the efforts of the host firm in
regulating or mediating user identification with the community and the firm. Identity-work refers
to the user’s own continuous efforts to form, maintain or revise their perceptions of self. These
processes of social identity construction are in constant interplay in FHUCs. The dynamics of
identity in FHUCs can be viewed as an interaction between the processes of identity-regulation
by the host firm and identity-work by the user participants. The users’ identity-work involves a
negotiation between the firm’s efforts at identity-regulation (which the user may or may not
adhere to) and the sense of self derived from the user’s own current identity work. These
dynamics harbor tensions due to the co-construction of multiple identities by users based on their
differential identification with the community versus the host firm. Focusing on these can help
firms align community engagement in such a way that their identity-regulation practice aids the

users’ practices of social, symbolic value creation through their social identity-work.

In developing our relational framework on firm-community knowledge collaboration, we have so
far discussed how the co-evolution of practice and identity in FHUCSs create tensions associated
with power relations and social identity construction at the firm-community boundary. In order
to maintain seamless knowledge collaboration, these tensions emanating at the firm-community

boundary will need to be negotiated (Handley et al., 2006; Brown and Duguid, 2001). In this
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light, we now address the role of ‘knowledge boundaries’, and how they can be generatively

managed by firms.

Managing knowledge dynamics at the firm-community boundary

Carlile (2002, 2004) identify three kinds of ‘knowledge boundaries’ shaped by practice:
synctatic, semantic and pragmatic, which present different degrees of complexity for Ol via
FHUCSs. Synctatic boundaries can be crossed through the use of a common syntax to match
diverging informational aspects between the firm and its partner. The requirement here is that of
simplistic knowledge transfer across the boundary (Carlile, 2002). This boundary is what is
encountered in conventional inter-firm dyads and network-based mechanisms of Ol such as
R&D alliances and technology partnerships where specific contracting arrangements between the
parties enable the firms to establish common practices for structuring and transferring

information, and thus contract efficiently (Sapsed & Salter, 2004).

A semantic boundary is more complex. Here, the concern for knowledge exchange is that of
perspective-taking” whereby the CoP recognizes, accommodates and reconciles differences in
interpretations with the external entity (Boland & Tenkasi, 1995, p. 359). In such circumstances,
a common syntax is no longer sufficient as there is a need to develop common meanings in order
to translate knowledge. This is true for FHUCSs, as the user community and firm members are
expected to interpret each others’ meanings and identities in order to pursue innovation.
Traversing sematic boundaries is hence required to manage the relatively more complex tensions

of multiple social identities at the firm-community interface.

Pragmatic boundaries are the most complex, as they are associated with differences in
motivations and political interests between those involved. This kind of boundary is particularly

prevalent in FHUCSs, which is fraught with tensions related to power differentials caused due to
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competing goals and practices between firms and user communities. Common meanings
established by crossing semantic boundaries are no longer adequate as actors may still not
reconcile practices as a result of conflicting motivations. In order to transform knowledge, firms
need to negotiate tensions related to asymmetrical power by crossing pragmatic boundaries

(Carlile, 2004).

The CoP literature has focused on how organizations can “cultivate” CoPs (Wenger & Snyder,
2000) so as to manage the process of innovation (Swan et al., 2002). The role of the host firm in
cultivating FHUC:s is to manage the tensions at the firm-community boundary so as to maintain
seamless knowledge collaboration by crossing the corresponding synctatic (language), semantic
(identity) and pragmatic (power) boundaries. Crossing synctatic boundaries aids information or
knowledge transfer. Traversing sematic boundaries addresses the dynamics of social identity
construction, and is required for knowledge translation. Further, in order to negotiate the power
dynamics, firms need to cross pragmatic boundaries. Doing so enables transformation of
knowledge between the firm and the community. This however is not an easy task as it requires
nuanced and ongoing boundary management processes to provide constructive support to the
community without constraining the delicate dynamics by which they are sustained (Thompson,

2005; Brown & Duguid, 2001).

Practice scholars have pointed to the role of boundary objects (Carlile, 2002, 2004; Swan et al.,
2007) and boundary spanners (Wenger, 2000) in aiding this process. Boundary spanners are
brokers who connect CoPs by introducing elements of one practice into another (Wenger, 2000).
In FHUCSs, host firm members can be seen as boundary spanners whose role it is to manage
tensions at the firm-community boundary by being a ‘systems builder’ (Swan et al., 2002),

structuring spontaneity (Brown & Duguid, 2001) and brokering relationships (Wenger, 2000) in
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such a way that the dynamics between host firm and user community cohere in a mutually

sustaining way (Schatzki, 2005).

Boundary objects are defined as “...artifacts, documents, terms, concepts, and other forms of
reification around which communities of practice can organize their interactions” (Wenger,
1998, p. 105). They can play a key role in shaping practice and identity in CoPs as they provide
focal points around which people can interact and identity with (Thompson, 2005), and thus
enable knowledge sharing from one domain to another (Bechky, 2003; Carlile, 2002; Star &
Griesemer, 1989). In FHUCSs, host firms employ a range of boundary objects in the form of

online collaboration platform and tools that can aid firm-community knowledge collaboration.

By deploying firm members as boundary spanners and online collaborative platform and tools as
boundary objects, host firms can achieve a high level of influence and engagement with the
community (Swan et al., 2002). To be effective, these boundary spanners and objects should be
specifically oriented toward managing the dynamics of asymmetrical power relations and
multiple identities. In terms of negotiating power dynamics, boundary spanners and objects
should focus on the balance between control and openness in communities, so as to preserve
noncanonical, self-governance practices of the community, while simultaneously aligning and

coordinating their activities through canonical practices.

In relation to managing identity dynamics, the challenge for boundary spanners and boundary
objects is to aid social identity construction by building connectedness — through enduring social
relationships; expansiveness — by finding a way to allow multiple identities to co-exist in
harmony; effectiveness — by using identity as a vehicle for sustained participation (Wenger,
2000). Finally, boundary spanners and boundary objects themselves can convey symbolic

messages or ‘social value’ which can have more impact than their instrumental characteristics
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(Swan et al., 2007; Levina and Vaast, 2005). In Ol via FHUCs, it may be these intangible and
symbolic aspects that are more crucial to creating a shared context for the translation and

transformation of knowledge (Carlile, 2002, 2004).

Discussion and future research avenues

In this paper, we argue that there is a need for newer approaches to address the interactive
coupled form of knowledge exchange that occurs when firms engage in Ol with user
communities. Following scholars who have suggested that applicability of CoP as a lens to study
the role of communities in Ol (e.g., Lee & Cole, 2003; O’Mahony & Lakhani, 2011; West &
Lakhani, 2008), we employ a CoP perspective to frame knowledge collaboration at firm-
community boundary. Different to traditional firm-centric views of knowledge creation, the CoP
lens provides a relational perspective on knowledge that accounts for complex nature of
knowledge exchange within and across FHUCs (Swan, 2007; Lee & Cole, 2003). Our relational
framework is useful to engage with: (1) a fine-grained analysis of the social dynamics
underpinning firm-community knowledge collaboration, (2) how tensions related to the
dynamics of power differentials and multiple identities emerge and interact at the firm-
community boundary, and (3) how these tensions can be managed generatively to negotiate

knowledge boundaries.

CoP offers a lens for examining the dynamics of knowledge collaboration at the firm-community
boundary through an understanding of the dynamics of shared practice (at the collective
community level) and identity formation (at the individual member level), and their interplay
with the host firm’s practices. The co-evolution of practice and identity in FHUCs create
tensions associated with power relations and social identity construction at the firm-community

boundary. Our CoP-based conceptualization suggests that tensions are constitutive of the
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dynamics that underpin cross-boundary knowledge exchange. Therefore, focusing on these
tensions provides a useful way to empirically engage with the complex, social dynamics of

knowledge exchange at the firm-community boundary.

Viewed through a CoP lens, these tensions can never be fully resolved but can be generatively
managed at the firm-community boundary. Similar to Siedlok et al. (2015), we posit that
understanding the tensions that underpin firm-community knowledge dynamics can help host
firms formulate support initiatives that aid in orchestrating the firm’s practices with those of the
(user) community, and thus overcome barriers to the creation and capture of value through
community-based Ol. We offer insights into the processes involved in supporting knowledge
collaboration by focusing on the role of boundary spanners and boundary objects in traversing
knowledge boundaries in the firm-community context. Doing so can aid a better balance between
how firms govern communities and how communities derive social, symbolic value, to

eventually translate into better firm-community knowledge collaboration.

Our conceptualization of firm-community knowledge collaboration implies that the host firm’s
practices cannot be investigated exclusively from a firm's perspective but only through an
understanding of their interplay with how the (user) community engages with these practices. We
suggest how our framework can form the basis for future research that seeks to engage with the
dynamics of firm-community knowledge collaboration. Table 1 summarises four key aspects that
can be examined fruitfully using the concepts (and related dynamics) integral to our framework:
community governance; social, symbolic value creation; collaboration platform and tools as

boundary objects; and host firm members as boundary spanners.
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While the questions related to community governance (power relations) are based at the
collective (community) level, those related to social, symbolic value creation (social identity
construction) focus on the individual (user) level. Finally, questions related to the role of
boundary spanners (host firm members) and boundary objects (collaborative platform and tools)
operate from the host firm’s perspective. Thus, our relational framework incorporates the user
and community perspectives, to enable an examination of firm-community knowledge
collaboration both at the collective and individual level, thus extending the existing firm-level

approach prevalent in extant Ol research (West & Bogers, 2014; Randhawa et al., 2016).

In keeping with the social practice perspective inherent in our framework, the focus goes beyond
studying structural aspects of FHUCS, to the actual enactment of practices by actors, as the key
to knowledge collaboration (Brown & Duguid, 1991; Gherardi, 2009; Roberts, 2006). Thus, we
respond to the calls of Ol researchers for a processual perspective to engage with the tensions
underpinning community-based knowledge collaboration (e.g., Faraj et al., 2011) and to study
the role of communities in Ol (e.g., O’Mahony & Lakhani, 2011). This is also in sync with the
view of practice scholars who note the merit in reversing the terminology from CoP to the
‘practice of community’ (Gherardi, 2009) to indicate the shift towards the actual practices of
people participating in communities. The objective of analysis in such a practice-based study is
to focus on the relations between the host firm and the (user) community that unfold in practice
(Amin & Roberts, 2008). The insights gained are useful to advance our understanding of how

firms can manage knowledge dynamics at the firm-community boundary.
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Conclusion

In this paper, we posit that, in the context of FHUCs where Ol emerges from an interactive
coupled process, knowledge exchange is embedded in the social interactions both within and
across the user community. Moreover, the firm-community boundary is fluid producing tensions
when firm and communities interact. Conventional knowledge theories hitherto adopted in Ol
research, while useful to study knowledge flows in inter-firm dyads or networks, do not fully
account for such complexity in firm-community knowledge exchange. Responding to this need
for newer approaches in studying the interactive, collaborative nature of knowledge exchange
between the firm and the community engaged in OI, we conceive a way of exploring this
phenomenon from a CoP perspective. We offer a relational framework that integrates the
perspective of the community (and its users) with the host firm to enable a better understanding
of the knowledge dynamics that emanate at the boundary between the firm and the community.
This framework forms the basis for examining the firm-community knowledge collaboration
through an understanding of the dynamics of shared practice (at the collective community level)
and identity formation (at the individual member level), and their interplay with the host firm’s
practices. We unpack how these dynamics lead to tensions associated with power differentials
and multiple identities at the firm-community boundary, and how these tensions can be managed
generatively to enable the co-creation of knowledge and innovation. We suggest how future
empirical research can apply our framework to study various facets that constitute the dynamics
of firm-community knowledge collaboration. These insights are valuable for firms to engage

better boundary management practices so as to capture value from community-based Ol.

23



Krithika Randhawa | 24
2016 AOM paper

Figure 1 — Relational framework of firm-community knowledge collaboration
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Focal perspective Level of analysis

Aspect of examination

Related firm-community  Related knowedge boundary

dynamic

(knowledge outcome)

Potential research questions

How do users respond to firm's attempts to regulate or mediate their

. User Social, symbolic value Social identity construction Semantic boundary - . . A
Individual identity formation process in the community?
(Knowledge translation) How do users develop co-construct multiple social identities based on
their differential identification with the community and the firm?
How do users derive social, symbolic value by assigning meaning to
their engagement with the firm and the community?
) . . . In what ways do competing goals and motivations between host firm
. User communit Community governance Power relations Pragmatic bounda
Collective y v g i and communitv manifest?
(Knowledge transformation) ~ To what extent do firm-hosted communities display self-governing

How do the community's self-governance practices interact with the
rules of engagement laid down by the host firm?

Collective Host firm Role of boundary objects Social identity construction Semantic boundary What kind of symbolic messages can collaborative platform and tools

(Collaborative platform & tools)
Role of boundary spanners

(Firm members)

Power relations

Pragmatic boundary

(Knowledge translation &
transformation)

convey so as to shape user identities?

In what ways can firm members enable multiple user identities to co-
exist in harmony?

How can firm members balance control and openness in the way they
deal with communities?

How can collaborative platforms and tools be used to encourage
encourage autonomy and self-governance in communities?
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