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Abstract. Organizational management traditionally has taken care of all the
important strategy, structure, and work-design decisions, as well as most of the
ongoing decisions about work procedures. In large-scale corporations with many
geographically distributed sites and high divisional detachment, such strategies
are yet doomed to result in implementing irrelevant work methods and proce-
dures that conflict with the local interests. As Tayloristic habits are disappearing,
organizations willingly or unwillingly change their decision-making approaches
to enable more participation and influence from the performers. These trends are
associated with the rise of participation-based parallel structures, such as quality
circles, task forces or communities of practice. In this paper, we present our
findings from studying corporate-level communities by the means of a multi-
case study at Ericsson. We found that the main hindrances are related to the
limited decision-making authority of parallel structure, member selection and
achieving representation across the organizational units. Our results suggest that
parallel structures highly depend on the authority of the members within their
local communities, and their ability to not only channel the dialog between the
units they represent and the community, but also enable the active engagement
of the unit in the community studies. As such, we believe that special attention
shall be put on the ambassador role of the community members.
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1 Introduction

The sweet spot of agile methods is small-scale software development, and the vast
majority of agile methods are intended to improve efficiency and effectiveness of small
agile teams. Yet, adoption of agile principles on a corporate level and for large-scale
contexts is gaining a lot of attention [1]. The paradigm shift towards increased agility
on all levels in the organization has motivated major organizational transformations and
puts the traditional hierarchical view on decision-making in question. In fact, along
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with agile transformations on the development levels, large organizations are
increasingly adopting alternative organizational models to circumvent the challenges of
traditional hierarchies, top-down management structures, and centralized decision-
making, and focus on self-management, autonomy and decision-making as a shared
process, even though these efforts are associated with many challenges [2–4].

To become more flexible, large-scale organizations seek new ways to combat their
inefficiencies. Centralized decisions in large organizations significantly slow down
decision-making, and, to function faster, such organizations increase autonomy through
decentralization at the divisional level, while keeping the technostructure at corporate
headquarters [5]. However, such work systems are often associated with divisional
detachment and increased coordination challenges [6], as well as varying quality and
efficiency across the different units. It is not uncommon that different organizational
units simultaneously would spend effort on attacking the same problems, or in the
worst case even developing competing products. Thus, large organizations often
depend on their ability to standardize the outputs and process [5] through coordination
and alignment.

In a large-scale agile organization, where work is organized in programs and teams
situated in different geographic locations and often belonging to different organiza-
tional units, there is a need to align a lot of decisions, e.g. the vision, mission and
strategy, development tools to use, methods and processes. Standardizing the processes
and tools will also help the organization in keeping track of the state of practice across
the organization, to share good practices and knowledge across the organizational units.
At the same time, rigid control impairs necessary local optimizations and ability to see
creative solutions to local problems [7]. To succeed, organizational units need the
freedom to choose the best processes and tools to solve their problems in their par-
ticular context. This leads to a paradoxical challenge of how to standardize as little as
possible to benefit from organizational alignment and not impair the autonomy and
flexibility.

One of the known answers to this challenge is fostering organization-wide par-
ticipation in leading the alignment efforts with the means of structures parallel to the
traditional organization. Parallel structures are permanent or temporary structures that
are established to supplement the regular organization by performing functions that it
does not perform or is ill-suited to perform well [8]. Some examples of parallel
structures include quality circles [9] and communities of practices [10]. In this paper,
we present our findings from studying corporate level communities in Ericsson, a large
international company headquartered in Sweden, one of the worldwide leaders in the
telecommunication market. Ericsson can be seen as an organization compound of many
geographically distributed research and development centers united in thirteen product
development units (each of which may include multiple geographic locations). Ericsson
has started the World Class Development program in 2014 to improve the ways of
working across the whole organization, and multiple workgroups were created to
formulate corporate-level strategies and standards within selected subject areas.
Members for the work groups were chosen from different parts of the organization, to
find ideas and solution candidates already existing in the organization, and to increase
the buy-in. These work groups were coordinated by the Software Systems community,
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the first corporate-level community that later initiated the transformation of the short-
term working groups into long term communities that support the organizational units
in the deployment of established standard approaches, and lead the continuous
improvement of these standard approaches.

As a form of parallel organizations, communities have their strengths and weak-
nesses. Lawer and Mohrman [9] have observed that such company-wide mechanisms
are said to attract a lot of attention and enthusiasm in their startup phases but then
require significant effort to sustain them over several years. Similarly, not all Ericsson
communities turned out successful in the long run. A few years after the implemen-
tation of the parallel structures, the community leaders recognized that achieving an
agreement and commitment to the concept of corporate communities across the
organization is challenging. The organization continuously changes and the community
leaders have to keep all the managers from different organizational units aware of the
community mission and work. This was challenging because collaboration over
boundaries in a fragmented organization is a very formidable task, and because this
initiative is still looked at as being driven from “above”. Our research is thus driven by
the need to better understand what makes or breaks the implementation of parallel
organizational structures that are introduced to increase the agility in the large. In our
research we thus aim at answering the following questions:

RQ1: What hinders participation-based parallel structures in a large-scale dis-
tributed agile organization?
RQ2: How to strengthen such parallel structures to maximize their benefits?

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. In Sect. 2, we summarize the existing
research related to the participatory mechanisms for organizational alignment. Sec-
tion 3 outlines the empirical background of our work, and the applied research
methodology. Section 4 contains the results, which are discussed in Sect. 5, followed
by conclusions in Sect. 6.

2 Related Work

Parallel organizational structures can be seen as a part of corporate governance, ele-
ments of the system relating to the management and control of an organization. As a
governance structure, it should specify the distribution of rights and responsibilities,
and arrange the rules and procedures governing decision-making processes. Although
the area of organizational governance is a well-developed research field, studies on
participation-focused parallel structures used for governance tasks in large-scale agile
software organizations are scarce.

Participation and involvement have been one of the most important foundations of
organizational development and change and has always been a central goal and one of
the pillars of organizational learning [11]. When members of an organization feel they
are excluded from participation by the leadership, they will find ways, often unhealthy,
to express themselves [12]. Participation is also highly valued in software companies
[13] and specifically in agile software development. Therefore, organizations need to
provide a climate of participation if they are to remain healthy. By doing so, they
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increase not only the learning capacity of employees, but also their ability to influence
organizational outcomes. Another potential effect of participation is increased emo-
tional attachment to the organization, resulting in greater commitment, motivation to
perform and desire for responsibility. As a result, employees care more about their
work, which may lead to greater creativity and helping behavior, higher productivity
and service quality [14]. However, participation is a challenge when the scale is large,
even in agile organizations, where thousands of developers are scattered across mul-
tiple locations. Further, participation itself does not ensure that an organization will be
successful in achieving its goals, and participation includes some degree of risk, as seen
by management. For participation to be successful, the members of an organization
must know how to participate effectively [12].

So, how does a large-scale agile organization achieve participation? Several tech-
niques have been proposed to foster participation in organizations. Cotton et al. [15]
found that long-term forms of participation appear to be more effective than short-term
forms. For example, search conferences [16], survey feedback [17], autonomous work
groups [18], quality circles [9, 18], process workshops [19], and learning meetings [20]
are all predicated on the belief that increased participation will lead to better solutions
and an enhanced organizational problem-solving capability.

Self-organizing groups that transcend official organizational structures have proven
to be key enablers for success in the kinds of environments, where top-down organi-
zational alignment, standardization and control are unwanted or difficult to operate [2].
A quality circle, for example, is an organizational structure composed of volunteers
who arrange regular meetings to look at productivity and quality problems and discuss
work procedures [9]. The strength of such circles is that they allow employees to deal
with improvement issues that are not dealt with in a regular organization. The solutions
proposed by the quality circles may or may not be implemented by the organization
[18], since they are formulated as recommendations further discussed with and
approved by the management. As such quality circles have a participatory rather than
delegated decision-making [9]. Similarly, communities of practice that are tradition-
ally suggested for their ability to foster knowledge sharing within an organization, and
help individuals expand skills and expertise [21, 22], are also cultivated for their
potential to help organizations improve coordination and standardization across units
[10].

Both quality circles and communities of practice are well researched parallel
structures. There are also examples of related research in the context of large-scale
agile, including project level communities such as communities used for inter-team
coordination in an agile program [23], communities using open space technology as a
participation technique similar to a search conference [16] that served as a forum to
discuss challenges and improvement initiatives [24], experience forums focusing on
improving the development methods in a large-scale program [25] and communities
that primarily target knowledge culture in organizations [22]. At the same time,
corporate-level structures especially in the large-scale agile context are not well
understood. Lawer and Mohran [9] mention task forces that broaden the quality circle
structure by including the authority to look into policies, organizational design and
other organizational issues. Kahkonen proposed three agile methods developed at
Nokia that use facilitated workshops to solve multi-team issues and cultivate
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communities of practice that amass people from different parts of organizations to
perform a specific well-defined task [2].

Finally, it is fair to assume that research proposing recommendations for well-
functioning parallel structures enabled on the operational level such as the task forces,
quality circles and communities of practice, are also applicable on a corporate level.
According to Lawer and Mohran [9] and Wenger et al. [10], to succeed with the
implementation of parallel structures, an organization shall pay attention to:

• Designing the existing organization to support the parallel structure by ensuring the
needed decision-making authority and means of getting the needed support in
implementing decisions;

• Involving a broad part of the organization by allowing open participation of various
forms and promoting a high level of participation and representativeness across the
organizational units;

• Delivering the value for the organization and the participants. This often means that
a parallel structure shall be equipped with the competence needed to make good
suggestions and decisions from practical and economic points of view, taking into
account overall strategy and business objectives;

• Ensuring the visibility of the achieved results and value created for everyone.

3 Research Methodology

Since the goal of this research is to explore and provide insight into the participation-
based parallel organizational structures in large-scale agile software development, it is
important to study such structures in practice. In this study, the focal point is corporate-
level communities that are introduced to improve work processes, methods and tools in
the areas of organizational importance, where coordination and alignment across
organizational units is seen as a source of performance and cost benefits.

To address our research questions, we designed a holistic multiple-case study [25]
of seven communities in one company, Ericsson, which had been using agile for more
than 10 years. According to Yin, case studies are the preferred research strategy when a
“…question is being asked about a contemporary set of events over which the
investigator has little or no control” [25].

Our sample contained seven out of eight communities; all available for study (C1–
C7, see Table 1). Our research was performed in two steps. First, we contacted
community leaders to learn and describe how the corporate level communities operate
(October 2017). Then, we performed a detailed study of two selected communities
focusing on the challenges and improvement recommendations from the point of view
of the community members (November 2017 – March 2018).

3.1 Data Collection

In the first step, we interviewed the leaders of all seven communities. We conducted
eight semi-structured interviews (one leader was interviewed twice), which aimed at
capturing community’s mission, authority, membership and repertoire. All interviews
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were approximately 1 h long, conducted in English and recorded with the help of
AudioNote. Most of these interviews were held in person, but some via Skype due to
unavailability of the interviewees in the office.

Based on the first step, leaders of two communities (C3 and C5, see Table 1)
volunteered for detailed analysis, during which the researchers observed online com-
munity meetings and interviewed community members. In both C3 and C5, we started
by interviewing the leader (one in C3 and 2 interviews with the leader of C5). The
leaders helped us select six members (passive, active and new) for further interviews.
We also observed community meetings at two occasions in each of the communities
and wrote detailed minutes. All interviews in the second stage were held electronically
via Skype, conducted in English and recorded with the help of AudioNote.

3.2 Data Analysis

The data collected from 23 interviews and four observations was analyzed in iterations.
All interviews were recorded using AudioNote which is a tool for writing notes during
the recording. The notes are then connected to the actual part of the interview. During
the data analysis, we listened to the interviews and extended the notes. Through our
engagement with the data, the success criteria for implementing organizational parallel
structures emerged as an appropriate lens for examining participation in a large-scale
agile setting. Thus, when analyzing the data, we used the success criteria from related
research [9] as input and sought to understand the hindrances.

When analyzing the data, we relied on data source triangulation. Our rationale for
the choice of interviews, observations and documentation as data sources for the study
of communities as an example of participation and parallel organization is that by
interviewing members, we gained access to their own understanding of the commu-
nities. Analyzing the observations and documentation shed light on the reasons given
by the interviewees and provided context to their statements. As such, data triangu-
lation is likely to have strengthened our findings and conclusions by increased
accuracy.

4 Results

In this section, we describe our results from studying corporate-level communities at
Ericsson and how they enable organizational agility and participation in a large-scale
distributed organization. As described in the related work, to succeed with the
implementation of parallel structures, an organization shall pay attention to [9, 10]:

• Ensuring the needed authority;
• Involving a broad part of the organization;
• Supporting value creation for the organization and the participants;
• Ensuring visibility of the achieved results for everyone in the organization.

In the following, we describe how the studied communities are set up (see Table 1),
their mission and scope, and how they operate according to the above success criteria,
and what are the main hindrances.
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4.1 Mission and Scope

Ericsson has started their agile transformation more than 10 years prior to our inves-
tigation. However, the maturity of the new ways of working significantly differs across
the organizational units and geographic locations. Corporate-level communities were
implemented partly to support the agile transformation and the acceptance of the agile
principles, and partially to foster the participative culture across the organization. Each
of the studied communities focused on a selected strategic area (see Table 1). The
prime purpose of these communities can be seen as standardization [27]. As an
interviewee described: “When we got 100 [agile] teams in eight countries we need to
agree on some common tools”. Based on a high level of participation, communities are
responsible for keeping track of the state of practice across the organization, com-
municate the corporate strategy, get feedback on the feasibility of the needed changes,
enable autonomy and support the units in their efforts towards alignment. As explained
by an interviewee “It is about just-enough alignment, maximum autonomy and max-
imum participation…. We call it a self-organizing eco-system”.

While standardization and corporate-level alignment is the essential mission of the
studied communities, knowledge sharing is also an important emergent task. Most of
the communities dedicate time for sharing experience across the organizational units.

Table 1. Overview of the studied communities. “X” in the table denotes characteristics present
in a community.

C1 C2 C3 C4 C5 C6 C7

Focus areas and
characteristics

Continuous
analysis

Software
development

Performance
management

Tools CI and
test

Capability
management

Software
development system

Mission and scope

– Strategy
development

X X X

– Standardization X X X X

– Support with
alignment

X X X

– Status monitoring X X X X

– Knowledge sharing X X X X X X X

Authority

– Makes a decision X X X X

– Makes a
recommendation

X X X

– Unclear X

Membership

– Open X X X X X

– By appointment X X X X X

– No of members 30 30–40 13 31 30 30+ 25–30

Representation

– Represented units 10 Unknown 13 13 12 13 11

– Unrepresented
regions

Asia, USA USA Asia, India,
USA

Asia, India

Meetings

– Duration 1 h 1 h 1–1,5 h 3 h 1,5 h 30 min 1,5–2 h

– Frequency monthly biweekly biweekly biweekly every 3rd

week
biweekly monthly
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Knowledge sharing is often fostered by community leaders, who seek interesting topics
and contributions from more mature units and request to demonstrate locally developed
tools, practices, and lessons learned, such as the advances in continuous integration or
continuous testing. This is said to be of great value for less mature organizational units.

To keep track of what is going on across the organization, discuss the needed
improvements to the corporate strategies and share the knowledge across the units, the
studied communities hold regular planned meetings. These meetings are on average
1,5 h long (between 30 min and 3 h) and are typically held on a biweekly basis. Since
all communities have representatives from different geographic locations, community
meetings are held electronically, typically using audio channel only. Some commu-
nities happen to have several co-located members who gather in the same meeting
room and connect to the rest of the members via a phone conference.

The vast majority of community meetings follow a structured agenda, proposed by
the leader. From observing community meetings, we found that the meeting in one of
the communities was about reporting and informing, and it’s mostly the leader talking.
The other observed community had more interaction and discussion.

Beside the meetings, members are required to read material before the meetings,
answer questions, elicit feedback or seek approval locally in their units, prepare pre-
sentations on the status in their units, and pursue the units to engage in field studies, i.e.
testing community ideas, piloting new ways of working.

4.2 Decision-Making Authority

We found a great variance among the corporate-level communities with respect to their
decision-making authority, as well as commonly recognized challenges. First of all, we
found that most of the communities make recommendations to management, based on
their work, similarly to the quality circles [9] which means they do not have unlimited
decision-making authority. Among seven communities, the leaders from only three
communities had a strong belief they have the power to drive the strategy or change the
existing standards in their areas. This means that the targeted cross-organizational
alignment becomes a result of a dialog between the units, the community and the
corporate management. The leaders of other communities mentioned that they either
did not have the power to make certain decisions or have never used it. In some
communities, the alignment directives are driven from the top down, in which case
members of the community develop an action plan on how to comply with the cor-
porate directions and follow up on the progress across the organizational units.

One particular challenge related to authority many communities face is their limited
ability to implement the standards across the organization units. Some of the com-
munity recommendations might conflict with the interests of particular organizational
units. As one member explained: “What is a good practice in one [organizational unit]
is not a good practice in another”. Since communities are not equipped with policing
functions, but focus on the status gathering and support, the perceived authority of the
communities to purse the organizational units is low. As such, some leaders said that
when organizational units disagree with the alignment requests, they can simply not
follow the community recommendations. In addition, communities cannot request the
units to apply or implement their proposals, because communities do not have any
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dedicated budget, and any community-related field work ultimately depends on the
ability of local representatives to find and approve the use of resources within that unit.

Challenge: When corporate interests are in conflict with the local interests, 
community recommendations may be ignored due to a lack of formal authority.

While some community leaders and members perceived missing a formal decision-
making authority as a problem, others explained that the formal authority was not that
important. For the parallel structure to influence the established organization, several
interviews claimed that it was more important to have a dialogue with the key man-
agement in the local organizations. One community member explained: “To make a
change you need to discuss [it] with management that got decision-making authority….
I therefore conducted 30 min interviews with key stakeholders in the line organization
to understand their perspective and to create a good relationship. Then I use my social
network to influence their decisions”. This community member was successful in
implementing decisions made by the community and to share knowledge from the
community. He called himself a “diplomate”. However, not everyone had such a strong
network and were able to influence others.

Challenge: While the lack of authority can be to a degree addressed by a strong 
local social network,  community members that are new or weakly integrated in 

the organizational networks are not able to have any local influence. 

4.3 Breadth of Involvement

We found that all but one community (Software Developer community that was open
to anyone) are designed to have permanent members representing each organizational
unit. Some of these communities are also open for additional members. At the moment
of our study, the number of community members varied from 13 to 40 with the average
of 28 members. The units could be represented by one or several members and could
bring guests to particular meetings. One community maintained an information channel
open for subscription with over 90 subscribers.

All community leaders agree that broad involvement from the units is important for
the corporate-level communities to be able to make good decisions and make sure that
recommendations do not conflict with local interests of a unit. At the same time, having
too many representatives can also cause challenges. Communities with too many
people involved in approving ideas makes decision-making process slower. As the
leader of the CI and test community explained: “The wheel is too big to turn. It can take
months”. To ease the process of feedback elicitation and speed up decision making,
some communities publish working material in the community spaces and used
Yammer1 functionality for online discussions, where the members can trace all ques-
tions and comments, and make changes before meeting and discussing the decisions.

1 Freemium enterprise social networking service used for private communication within organizations.
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Another challenge that impacts the efficiency of decision-making is the coverage of
the units in the community. Three of the studied communities reported that they do not
have representatives from all units or locations. This mean that decisions taken in the
community might not reflect the actual situation in the whole distributed agile orga-
nization, and that decisions need to be revisited if people of the missing units join.

Furthermore, some community leaders said that the organizational units do not
always make a good selection of representatives. As the CI and test community leader
explained, communities need to get the right people to represent the organizational
units, and thus it is important to seek the best suited experts instead of formal
appointment. These people shall have local authority and a contact network, to be able
to elicit fast feedback from the unit on the decisions discussed in the community.
Another community member verified this view: “How successful we are depends on
who are the members and how well they are connected to the local organization”.

In addition, some of the organizational units are so large (see Fig. 1) that one
representative is not always aware of the processes and happenings across the whole
unit he or she represents. One of the members from the CI and test community
described that his unit is a merger of two different product development organizations
spanning several geographical locations. Each of the product development organiza-
tions had their own methods, processes, and tools, and subsequent interests. Thus, he
thought that ideally more representatives were required to represent the possibly
varying interests.

Challenge: Achieving an agreement across all organizational units takes time.

Fig. 1. Structures relevant for selection of unit representatives.
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The ability of communities to make the interests of particular organizational units
heard was also affected by the level of attendance of the meetings. Some organizational
units are represented, but the members either do not attend meetings, or remain inac-
tive. Community leaders estimate that on average about 40% of all members participate
in meetings. The community with the highest attendance reported 2=3 of the members
to be present regularly, while the community with least attended meetings reported
about 1=5 of the members. Notably, only 1=3 of the members present in the meetings is
said to actively engage in discussions or ask questions.

Challenge: Poor attendance and activity of the members negatively influence 
their ability to voice the interests of particular units in the community.

To understand what influences the level of engagement, we elicited opinions from
the members of two communities. The following circumstances increased participation:

• Personal contact and familiarity among the members;
• Personal interest and competence in the topic;
• Leader’s effort in engaging members.

We also learned that participation decreased when:

• Organizational unit’s competence is much higher than that of others member rep-
resented units (perceived ability to learn from others is low);

• Only the leader on the agenda, so others are reluctant to engage;
• Members are new to the community and have not been properly onboarded;
• Organizational units do not prioritize or recognize community work.

4.4 Value and Results

We found that communities generated value on three levels – corporate level, unit level
and individual level of the members. On the corporate level, the recognized benefits are
primarily related to the ability of the communities to drive the execution of strategic
plans, capacity for knowledge-development projects and form knowledge-based alli-
ances, and enabling coordination, standardization and synergies across organizational
units. On the unit level, the benefits seem to be twofold. For more mature units,
participation in communities provides opportunities to influence the corporate strate-
gies and promote their local advances in an area to the corporate level. Meanwhile less
mature units can benefit from getting access to the advances from across the organi-
zation. Finally, on the individual level, the interviewed community members men-
tioned to benefit from participation in the community through the ability to deepen their
understanding of the standards, find solutions to own problems and learn from others,
and from networking with key experts across the organization.

Challenge: Selecting one permanent member to represent an organizational unit 
is insufficient in large distributed units.
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4.5 Visibility in the Organization

Sharing experience among units and disseminating community work results, including
conclusions based on cross-unit field studies and investigations, was seen as an
important mission for all communities. The main means to achieve this included
communication among the members and with their local peers, communities and
management, and sharing results through a community web page that is available for
everyone in the company. One particular community enabled a number of means of
communication with the community for the rest of the potential users (see Fig. 2):
anyone accessing this web page can ask questions about the community, see the results
from community work, and community plans (e.g. backlog and task list).

Some members complained that their communities were not well recognized or
even known to their peers in respective organizational units, while others said that their
communities were well-recognized for their work. We found that in many cases, the
visibility of the community was again directly related to whether the individual
members are well connected in their local units. One of the community members
explained, “In some cases I have used own distribution lists. In other cases I go
directly to persons I know are affected, sometimes I set up a meeting with whoever
should be aware of [the results]… I am using the established forum where product,
processes, methods and tools [-related] meetings we have, where I can present this
kinds of stuff”.

Challenge: Community work visibility across the whole organization highly de-
pends on the connections of the community members in local units’ networks.

5 Discussion

In this paper, we presented our findings from studying corporate-level communities by
the means of a multi-case study at Ericsson. These structures at Ericsson are regarded
as important elements of the self-organizing eco-system. We now discuss our results in
light of our research questions: What hinders participation-based parallel structures in
a large-scale distributed agile organization? and How to strengthen these parallel
structures to maximize their benefits?

Fig. 2. A snapshot of a part of the Software Development System’s community web page.
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5.1 Hindrances in Corporate-Level Parallel Structures

To understand what hinders corporate-level parallel structures at Ericsson, we have
analyzed their characteristics in the light of the success factors proposed in related
research [9, 10]. A successful parallel organizational structure is said to have support
from the organization in terms of the needed decision-making authority, to involve a
broad part of the organization, to deliver value for the organization and the members,
which is also recognized within the organization.

With respect to the organizational support, we found that not all Ericsson com-
munities have received the needed decision-making authority. Our results suggest that
some communities still act upon top-down directives, and have limited decision power,
while others drive the strategy and improvements in their area. Furthermore, we found
particular challenges with the ability to pursue and engage the organizational units in
community studies and initiatives. Corporate support was insufficient and whenever
community recommendations conflicted with the local organization, communities were
perceived as a burden, as suggested in related research [9].

With respect to the involvement in the large-scale distributed context, we further
found that the studied communities had a broad coverage of the organizational units.
While voluntary participation is often seen as a weakness of community structures [10],
mandatory unit representation ensured a reasonable representativeness, even though
some units were not represented in some communities. The main challenge with
respect to involvement was to sustain high levels of member participation in meetings.
Similarly to related research [9] we found symptoms that the enthusiasm when the
initial work groups were launched has decreased over time, and some of the previously
active members have become less active. We also found that achieving a valid rep-
resentation of all locations and programs in large units was important (see Fig. 1), since
each might have their own work processes, tools and/or local improvement initiatives.
As such, we found that the success of communities highly depends on whether the
members are well connected in their local networks and the level of their awareness of
what is happening across the unit they represent.

Most of the communities seemed to work successfully towards their goals, i.e.
coordinated the deployment of the standards and policies supporting agile software
development and balancing the corporate need for alignment and the local need for unit
autonomy. As such, the organization represented by the Software Systems community,
has recognized the value of enabling community-based parallel structures. The indi-
vidual members also benefitted from their membership in terms of access to the
knowledge and a company-wide expert network. As such, our study confirms the
ability of parallel structures to create value on an organizational and individual levels
[10, 21]. Furthermore, we learned that those who seem to benefit the most from
community membership were the representatives from the organizational units with
less mature ways of working or limited knowledge in an area of community concern.

Finally, community leaders have complained about the lack of visibility of their
results across the organization, and the lack of understanding of the value for the units.
In fact, many community leaders and community members commented on the lack of
dedicated time for community work given to the unit representatives (a common
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problem in communities of practice [22, 27, 28]), and the lack of recognition of the
importance of unit representation.

5.2 Strengthening Corporate-Level Communities

Our findings suggest that parallel structures might be doomed to take a back seat when
it comes to power and decision-making mandate in comparison with official organi-
zational structures. Therefore, we would like to emphasize the importance of the
personal authority and connections of the individual unit representatives in their local
organizations. In contrast to communities of practice, in which membership is volun-
tary and internal structures evolve organically [10], parallel structures similar to the
studied communities at Ericsson will need mandatory membership in addition to the
open one, and careful selection. We believe that the key to strengthening the corporate-
level communities is related to finding ambassadors well anchored in their local
organizations. Our findings suggest that even if a community would have no authority
mandated by the corporate management, it would still be able to drive initiatives, if the
individual unit representatives had local authority. Furthermore, it seems that the
number of representatives does not matter, if the member present is well connected.
This is why we believe that local authority and the amount of connections in the
organizational unit’s should be the prime characteristics for member selection.

At the same time, our findings suggest that member participation and unit
engagement play a critical role when it comes to the value created by the communities.
All of the identified benefits of the studied communities relate to learning, discussion,
networking or coordinating with others. If the number of participants is low, naturally
the benefits provided by participation in the community are decreasing. Larger par-
ticipation seems to increase the potential to provide more benefits. In particular, it
increases the chances of spreading the good practices and improving coordination and
alignment. The only drawback could be perhaps when organizational units have too
diverse practices and strive for more autonomy. In this case, increased participation
might lead to increased disagreements.

Other recommendations based on our findings and related research include:

• Enabling decision-making in the community [9, 10, 27, 28];
• Welcoming different level of participation [10, 27] to increase the level of partic-

ipation, as well as the transparency and visibility of community work;
• Allocating the needed resources for community work [22, 27, 28], (members and

unit engagement in locally run activities);
• Strengthening external image of the community [9, 10], e.g. by making community

work results publicly available.

6 Conclusions

Several studies show that participation is not only an agile value but is important for
any software company to be successful [13]. We have given examples on how a large
software company has used corporate-level communities for achieving long-term
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participation across a number of organizational units in enabling alignment and
autonomy in large-scale agile organization.

We found communities that had the power to define the strategy, and others that
worked with the implementation of a management strategy. Some communities made
decisions themselves, others provided recommendations to the management. As such,
there were examples of top-down, bottom-up and sandwich decision-making
approaches.

We found a number of hindrances that lowered the ability of communities to impact
the organizational units. We have listed recommendations for strengthening the com-
munities, with community member selection being the key one to compensate for the
common deficiency of mandate given to a community. We conclude that members of
parallel structures shall be well-anchored ambassadors, having close contact with
practitioners in a selected area, being aware of what is happening across the whole unit,
and having a strong network and local authority to deploy the community work.

We will continue to study how both new and old participation techniques are used
in Ericsson, and the balance between autonomy and alignment in large-scale agile. We
will also study how other large companies can achieve a higher level of participation in
agile software development, particularly at the team, project and program level.
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