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Abstract
This paper takes a practice-based perspective on organisational change and sheds light on the social processes that
underlie effective changes in organisational practices. Situated learning has been conceptualised as a driver of
emergent changes while strategising has been seen as a main driver of planned changes. This paper argues that
situated learning not only drives emergent changes but also enables the enacting of deliberate change, planned by
organisational strategists. We propose a conceptual framework which synthesises insights from studies of situated
change, studies of situated learning and studies of strategizing in order to specify how situated learning relates to
emergent and planned organisational changes. The empirical evidence from case studies of four Knowledge Transfer
Offices in UK universities illustrates how situated learning shaped changes in commercialisation practices. Our findings
suggest four mechanisms through which strategising instigates situated learning in communities of practice and
transformation in practice.
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Introduction

Organisations, such as university Knowledge Transfer Offices, attempt to adjust their practices to
cope with internal challenges and opportunities and also to respond to ever‐changing external
environments. Organisational change is a part of organisational life. It is thus important to gain
greater understanding of the micro‐dynamics, and in particular of the social processes that underlie
effective changes in organisational practices. Situated learning has been conceptualised as a driver
of emergent (bottom‐up) changes while strategizing has been seen as a main driver of planned (top‐
down) changes. This paper argues that in fact situated learning not only drives emergent changes
but also enables the enacting of deliberate change, planned by organisational strategists. Case
studies of four Knowledge Transfer Offices (KTOs) in UK universities provide empirical evidence that
illustrates the relationships between (1) strategizing of KTO senior managers, (2) situated learning of
KTO commercialisation staff and (3) change in the commercialisation practices. Our findings suggest
three mechanisms through which the strategizing instigates situated learning in communities of
practice and transformation in practice.
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Literature review

The objective of this literature review was to examine previous studies that shed light on the
relationship between situated learning and change in organisational practices.
The concept of situated learning implies that people learn in a specific cultural and historical context
and in a web of social relations in which they are embedded. Learning is therefore seen as “an
integral and inseparable aspect of social practice” (Lave and Wenger, 1991, p. 31) and people are
thought to learn in practice by doing and by interacting with others. The literature on situated
learning emphasised in particular learning through interactions within communities of practice and
within networks of practice (Brown and Duguid, 2001, Wenger, 1998). Situated learning is an action‐
oriented social perspective on learning.
The situated learning studies are underpinned by the assumption that “practice is not an object but
rather an emergent structure which persists by being both perturbable and resilient” (Wenger, 1998,
p.93). However, studies of the relationship between situated learning and evolving practice remain
scarce. Fox pointed out that “community of practice theory tell us nothing about how, in practice,
members of a community change their practices and innovate” (Fox, 2000, p. 860), while Fenwick
lamented the “weak analysis of innovation offered by community of practice conception” (Fenwick,
2008, p.235). We have identified two shortcomings of the few existing studies that have addressed
the transformative nature of situated learning. Firstly, scholars have tended to focus on the
transformative nature of learning within boundaries of a community. Brown and Duguid (1991)
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highlighted that organisational practices are always evolving through improvisational learning in
communities of practice whereas Wenger (1998) argued that new members of a community can
bring experiences that trigger learning and transform current work practices of a community.
Although it is widely accepted that practitioners can also learn through interactions with members of
their networks of practice (Brown and Duguid, 2001) and from interactions with other communities
(Bechky, 2003, Scarbrough and Swan, 2008), it is not well understood how these interactions modify
work practices. Secondly, the above mentioned authors tend to link situated learning in
communities of practice to emergent organisational change and largely ignore the fact that learning
in communities can be instigated by planned managerial actions such as change in organisational
strategies. We argue that situated learning may be part of planned strategic change and thus this
study aims to address both changes that emerge through the process of situated learning and
planned changes that are instigated by managerial strategies.
In summary, the relationship between situated learning and change in organisational practices is not
fully explained in the existing literature. Our literature review suggests that that the current
knowledge could be extended by examining how experiences gained through interactions outside
communities shape change in practices and by examining how organisational strategists initiate
learning in communities and change in their practices. This paper focuses on the latter.
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Conceptual framework

We propose a conceptual framework that synthesises insights from studies of situated change,
studies of situated learning and studies of strategizing in order to define each of the three concepts.
In order to define the concept of situated learning, we have built on Wenger’s (1998)
conceptualisation of learning at the community level. He suggested that learning in practice (or in
communities of practice) consists of three processes: evolving mutual engagement, negotiations of
practice and evolving repertoire of practice. That is, people engage with one another in their
everyday work activities, negotiate their practice and evolve understanding of how things should be
done and subsequently modify the resources (repertoire) available to them to guide their work
activities by creating/adjusting tools, rules of thumb, procedures, concepts, or stories. The original
concept of mutual engagement aimed to capture interactions within communities of practices – that
is, interaction amongst incumbent members of a community and interactions between incumbent
and new members of the community (Brown and Duguid, 1991, Lave and Wenger, 1991, Wenger,
1998). While these forms of mutual engagement undeniably create opportunities for making new
experiences that can challenge current practice, there are also other forms of mutual engagement
that provide new insights and new experiences to the members of a community of practice. For
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instance, members of a community that are brokers engage with people in other organisations
doing similar jobs, that is, they engage with members of their networks of practice (Brown and
Duiguid, (2001) Delemarle and Laredo (2008). Moreover, members of a community (brokers) may
engage with people who undertake other practices, that is, with members of other communities of
practice (Scarbrough and Swan, 2008). We propose that in order to capture all situated learning in a
community of practice that could be relevant for change in practice, it is necessary to broaden the
concept of mutual engagement and include both interactions within and outside a community of
practice. All forms of mutual engagement can provide experiences that lead to the evolution of
organisational practices.
The second concept in the theoretical framework is ‘evolving practice’. Our definition of evolving
practice is based on the studies of situated organisational change, which are based on the
assumption that change is a continuous process and therefore every performance of an activity in a
particular work context is an occasion for change (Feldman, 2000, Orlikowski, 1996 &, 2002). Like
Gherardi (2000) and Carlile (2002) , we define practice as a system of observable activities that are
related to a particular organisational function, and in which knowing and doing are inseparable. This
study focuses on commercialisation practice which is comprised of the following activities: scoping
for commercialisable intellectual property coming out of academic research, assessment of
intellectual property in terms of patentability and commercial viability, marketing of university’s
intellectual property, negotiation of license contracts, post‐license administration, and formation of
spin‐out companies. Change in practice may entail change in the way some activities are performed,
undertaking of new activities or discontinuation of existing activities.
The third concept ‐ strategizing – emerged from studies taking a practice‐based view on
organisational strategies (Johnson et al., 2003, Pye and Pettigrew, 2006 and other articles in the
respecitive special issues). This view blurs the boundaries between strategizing and organising by
putting the emphasis on the everyday practices involved in strategic reorganisation. Strategizing and
organising is thought to be carried out through these strategic practices. Examples of strategic
practices include: controlling practices, communicating practices (Whittington et al., 2006),
direction‐setting practices, monitoring practices and resource allocation practices (Jarzabkowski,
2003). We propose that these strategic practices are effective when they initiate situated learning in
communities of practices.
The figure 1 below illustrates relations between situated learning and evolving practice. It illustrates
that changes in practice emerge from situated learning in communities of practice (a bottom‐up
process). The framework also illustrates our proposition that will be investigated empirically,
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approximation of changes in commercialisation practice. Data from “Higher Education – Business
and Community Interaction” survey was used to calculate the average annual growth rates in the
number of disclosures and licenses in the period 2002‐2009. We then selected 2 KTOs (cases A and
B) that have improved on both measures in the given period and 2 KTOs (cases C and D) that have
worsened on both measures. We expected to observe changes in commercialisation practice in all
cases, but the role of learning could be different. The information about (1) strategizing of senior
KTO managers, (2) situated learning of commercialisation staff, (3) existence of communities of
practice, and (4) change in commercialisation practice was collected in interviews with key
organisational actors in each KTO. The interviews were transcribed and coded in relation to the
theoretical framework.
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Results

This section presents finding from four case studies. As expected, we have found many examples of
changes in commercialisation practice in Cases A and B and only a few in Cases C and D. We find that
in cases A and B, learning in communities of practice drives emergent changes but also enables the
introduction of planned strategic changes in practices. In cases C and D, learning in communities of
practice was predominantly related to emergent changes. However, it is not the purpose of this
study to compare the intensity of transformations in practice or to compare emergent and planned
changes. Instead we focus on identifying mechanisms through which organisational strategists
instigate learning in communities of practice and changes in practice.

5.1

Case A

The KTO A is an internal unit within the university structure which was established in the late 1990s.
The university is located in the south‐east of England and belongs to the 1994 Group.
Commercialisation practice. The commercialisation of academic research is currently carried out by
three staff members (2 FTE) who are part of the Academic Legal Services. Three staff members – IP
manager, junior IP manager and licensing manager – work closely together. They have not been
proactively seeking invention disclosures since the number of staff in the KTO was reduced in 2009.
The three staff members work together to assess the value of intellectual property resulting from
academic research. The IP managers then focus on management of intellectual property rights and
preparation of legal contracts such as non‐disclosure agreements, license agreement or equity
agreements. The licensing manager is responsible for identifying funds for development of
inventions, identifying licensees and negotiations with potential licensees. Their marketing activities
are limited to preparation of non‐confidential materials for potential licensees. They also rarely
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he aimed to alter the meaning of licensing which was present in the repertoire of commercialisation
practice. The interactions of the KTO director triggered learning in the community of practice. The
members of the communities discussed what the “new vision” means for their work activities
(negotiation of joint enterprise) and responded to the pressure put on their repertoire of practice by
adopting the new meaning of licensing. Subsequently their marketing and licensing practices
changed. They stopped relying on recommendation of academics with regard to who could be a
suitable licensee and started be more proactive in market research. They started identifying and
approaching a number of potential licensees, rather than just one, in order to find “a partner not a
buyer” (licensing manager). Also their approach to license negotiations has changed. They focused
less on maximising financial gains from licensing for the university and put emphasis on building a
partnership with the licensee. In summary, the strategic direction setting triggered learning in the
community of practice and changed the existing marketing and licensing practices. This example
shows a process of how strategizing can initiate learning in communities of practice and
transformation in practice. Namely, organisational strategists engage directly with the members of
the community of practice and put pressure of their existing repertoire of practice. The COP
members respond to this pressure and adjust some of their practices.
5.2

Case B

This case study is about a KTO in another research intensive university. The KTO is a wholly‐owned
subsidiary company of the University and provides support for research and enterprise activities.
The university is a member of the Russell Group and is located in Scotland. . An internal unit
supporting liaison with the industry was established in 1969 and then transformed into a wholly‐
owned university subsidiary company in 1983.
Commercialisation practice. Commercialisation of academic research is undertaken by more than 20
individuals scattered across 4 different teams. The business development team (10 FTEs) is
responsible for proactive scoping for commercialisable IP. They liaise with different schools and have
close relationship with the academics. They also do filing of IPR applications (with help of external
patent agents) and identification of funds for further development of inventions. They do the due
diligence and build the justification for filing a patent. The decision on IPR filing is taken by a
committee, comprising senior KTO’s and university’s managers and external experts. Identification
of licensees could be done either by the business development staff or by licensing staff (3 FTEs).
There is no fixed point when the business development staff passes projects over to licensing staff,
who are part of commercial development team. It is rather an iterative dynamic process and the
managers work together to complete a project. Proactive and targeted marketing is undertaken by
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proactive marketing and business development activity”. Unlike in the KTO A, here strategizing was
carried out mainly by the senior managers within the KTO, which is unsurprising given the KTO’s size
and the fact that it is a subsidiary company. We have identified one example of how strategy
influenced situated learning, which subsequently led to changes in commercialisation practice.
The senior managers were engaged both in strategizing and in everyday commercialisation practice
and thus could act as translators. For example, the strategic direction set up by the KTO senior
management were translated by the senior commercialisation manager who argued that in order to
achieve the strategic goal the marketing activities needed to became more focused on
demonstrating commercial value of IP. This stimulated learning within the IPAD community of
practice. The COP members discussed how marketing should be approached. There were two
conflicting view. The business development managers argued that marketing material can be
scientific and technical because if the reader cannot understand technical language then he is not a
customer anyway. On the contrary, the senior commercialisation manager and marketing manager
argued that marketing materials must demonstrate value in a way which is understandable for
everyone because one cannot be presumptuous about who the customer may be. Through such
negotiation of how to undertake marketing they developed new understanding of what information
should be included in marketing leaflets and how it should be presented. Since then marketing
leaflets – an element of the repertoire of practice ‐ became value statements and technical
information were provided in follow‐up packs, when appropriate. The practice of preparing
marketing leaflets has been transformed. This is an example of how strategizing shapes situated
learning and transformation in practice. In this case organisational strategists were at the same time
members of the community of practice and translated strategic goals into practice and initiated
learning process within the community that eventually transformed the practice. This process will be
referred to as translation.

5.3

Case C

This case is about a KTO in a teaching‐orientated university, which is an internal unit within the
university structure. A unit responsible for the exploitation of the University’s research outputs was
formed in the late 1990s and focused on working with local authorities and businesses for the
employability of the University’s graduates. Since 2002 there has been increasing focus on
entrepreneurial activities that generate income for the university.
Commercialisation practice. The commercialisation activities are carried out by the business
development manager, the senior administrator and two law academics that have been temporarily
seconded to the KTO to support development of the legal framework for commercialisation
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development manager and the senior administrator who dedicate part of their time to
commercialisation activities. Moreover, the KTO director created an internal fund to which
academics could apply for support for their commercialisation projects. This strategic allocation of
resources enabled development of internal commercialisation practice.
Indirect impact of strategizing on commercialisation practice. The KTO director also wanted to
create legal framework for commercialisation activities. The low volume of commercialisation
projects did not justify creation of a new post for a legal expert and thus the KTO director arranged
secondments of two law academics. They became a great source of learning for the business
development manager and others. The law secondees and the business development manager have
been working together on developing IP policy for the university. They engaged in numerous
discussion of the content of the IP policy document in order to ensure that the policy is suitable for
that particular university. They have also jointly developed a suite of templates, such as a non‐
disclosure agreement, a license agreement or a shareholding agreement, which will become part of
the repertoire of commercialisation practice. This example shows another way in which strategizing
can stimulate situated learning and development of practice. In this case the organisational
strategist acted as a broker and connected internal staff with the external expertise. Engagement of
the internal staff with the external experts triggered the process of situated learning.

5.4

Case D

This case study is about a KTO in a research oriented university that is a member of the Russell
Group and is located in West Midlands. The internal department dedicated to liaison with industry
was set up in 1985 whereas the first subsidiary company, responsible for commercialisation, was
established in 1987. The KTO has currently a hybrid model, where an internal department and a
wholly‐owned subsidiary company coexist.
Commercialisation. There are about 7 KTO staff who regularly engage in commercialisation of
academics research. The identification of IP is performed by Knowledge Transfer managers who in
fact are based in academic schools and are not part of the KTO. Two IP managers receive disclosures
of inventions and together with the licensing manager are responsible for assessment of invention.
The IP mangers also manage the IPR applications and renewals. The IP managers together with the
licensing manager assess the commercial viability of inventions. Proactive and targeted marketing is
performed by the licensing manager whereas other marketing activities, such as online marketing or
preparation of marketing materials, are done by two marketing managers. The support for company
formation and management of spin‐out portfolio is carried out by the spin‐out manager. The
licensing manager is responsible for negotiation of license deals whereas IP managers prepare the
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procedure became and the new fund will become part of the repertoire of practice. Thus arrival of
the spin‐out manager triggered the process of situated learning in the community of practice. This
example shows another way in which strategists can stimulate situated learning and development of
practice. In this case the organisational strategists allocated resources to bring a new person into the
KTO. The job design of incumbent staff changed as they were stripped off company formation duties
and the new person was legitimised by the strategists to introduce changes in company formation
practice.
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Discussion

Our findings confirm our hypothesis that the situated learning not only drives emergent changes
(Brown and Duguid, 2001, Wenger, 1998) but also enables the enacting of deliberate change,
planned by organisational strategists. We have identified four mechanisms through which
organisational strategists can initiate learning in communities of practice and transformation in
practice.
First, in the case A the strategizing senior managers created pressures on the repertoire of practice.
The strategists engaged with the COP members to undermine their understanding of best practice
and appropriateness of some elements in the repertoire of practice. The members of the community
responded to this pressure and learned how to adjust their practices. This way of influencing
learning requires that the strategists have a very in‐depth understanding of the practice of their
staff. Second, organisational strategists were at the same time members of the community of
practice and translated strategic goals into practice and initiated learning process within the
community that eventually transformed the practice. Third, in case C the organisational strategist
acted as a broker and connected internal staff with the external expertise. Engagement of the
internal staff with the external experts triggered the process of situated learning. Forth, in case D
senior managers hire new employees with a specific skill‐set that will help the organisation to
achieve its strategic goals. The new employee engages with incumbent members of a community to
understand current ways of working, and she or he becomes a new member. The fact that the new
member is empowered by the top managers to introduce changes helps them to drive
transformations of the community’s practice.
As noted by Gherardi (2000) and Carlile (2002) practice is a system of observable in which knowing
and doing are inseparable. Thus development of practice entails changes in doing and knowing. The
four mechanisms identified above illustrate different ways in which members of the community of
practice are exposed to knowing that is not part of their practice. The first two mechanisms – direct
interaction and use of translators ‐ involved knowledge sharing within organisational boundaries
14

between the strategists and the members of the community of practice. The other two mechanisms
– external brokerage and hiring new staff – involve exposing members of the community to
knowledge that lies outside organisational boundaries.
The findings indicate that the development of practice of organisational communities of practice can
be influenced by mangers and aligned with organisational strategy. The organisational strategists
can influence the process of situated learning in communities of practice which transforms practices.
They can try to influence developing understanding of practice by exposing members of the
community to knowing that is not part of their practice by using one of the four identified
mechanisms.

15

References
BECHKY, B. A. 2003. Sharing Meaning Across Occupational Communities: The Transformation of
Understanding on a Production Floor. Organization Science, 14, 312‐330.
BROWN, J. S. &DUGUID, P. 1991. Organizational learning and Communities of Practice: Towards
Unified View of Working, Learning and Innovation. Organization Science, 2, 40‐57.
BROWN, J. S. &DUGUID, P. 2001. Knowledge and organization: A social‐practice perspective.
Organization Science, 12, 198‐213.
CARLILE, P. R. 2002. A Pragmatic View of Knowledge and Boundaries: Boundary Objects in New
Product Development. Organization Science, 13, 442‐455.
DELEMARLE, A. &LAREDO, P. 2008. Breakthrough Innovation and the Shaping of New Markets: The
Role of Communities of Practice. In: AMIN, A. & ROBERTS, J. (eds.) Community, Economic Creativity,
and Organisation. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
FELDMAN, M. S. 2000. Organizational Routines as a Source of Continuous Change. Organization
Science, 11, 611‐629.
FENWICK, T. 2008. Understanding Relations of Individual‐Collective Learning in Work: A Review of
Research. Management Learning, 39, 227‐243.
FOX, S. 2000. Communities Of Practice, Foucault And Actor‐Network Theory Journal of Management
Studies, 37, 853‐867.
GHERARDI, S. 2000. Practice‐based theorizing on learning and knowing in organizations.
Organization, 7, 211‐223.
JARZABKOWSKI, P. 2003. Strategic Practices: An Activity Theory Perspective on Continuity and
Change. Journal of Management Studies, 40, 23‐55.
JOHNSON, G., MELIN, L. &WHITTINGTON, R. 2003. Micro Strategy and Strategizing: Towards an
Activity‐Based View. Journal of Management Studies, 40, 3‐22.
LAVE, J. &WENGER, E. 1991. Situated learning: Legitimate peripheral participation, Cambridge,
University Press.
ORLIKOWSKI, W. J. 1996. Improvising Organizational Transformation Over Time: A Situated Change
Perspective. Information Systems Research, 7, 63‐92.
16

ORLIKOWSKI, W. J. 2002. Knowing in Practice: Enacting a Collective Capability in Distributed
Organizing. Organization Science, 13, 249‐273.
PYE, A. &PETTIGREW, A. 2006. Strategizing and Organizing: Change as a Political Learning Process,
Enabled by Leadership. Long Range Planning, 39, 583‐590.
SCARBROUGH, H. &SWAN, J. 2008. Project Work as a Locus of Learning: The Journey Through
Practice. In: AMIN, A. & ROBERTS, J. (eds.) Community, Economic Creativity and Organization.
Oxford, New York: Oxford University Press.
WENGER, E. 1998. Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning and Identity, Cambridge University
Press.
WHITTINGTON, R., MOLLOY, E., MAYER, M. &SMITH, A. 2006. Practices of Strategizing/Organising:
Broadening Strategy Work and Skills. Long Range Planning, 39, 615‐629.

17

