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Abstract The mechanisms of social inclusion and exclusion may operate among
professionals within organizations and communities of practice.  These
mechanisms can be embedded into formal organizational structures, and exert
powerful control over who the members of organizations and communities will
deem to be acceptable and unacceptable within their society.  Using capital
theories as a theoretical lens, we analyze the texts of interviews with
knowledge leaders in a software development organization.  The analysis
reveals how a threshold event operates to bring inclusion of newcomers to a
collection of social communities.  Until the threshold event, communities of
newcomers are socially excluded.  The existence of the threshold event, and
the nature of the threshold event, is an unspoken and unacknowledged
structure used in creating the social fabric of the organization or community.
It is collectively, yet implicitly, decided when such an event occurs, and the
social inclusion triggered without any explication otherwise.

1 INTRODUCTION

Social inclusion and exclusion is often regarded from the perspective of large
geographic communities.  But these same phenomena can operate at an organizational
level and consequently affect the design of information systems in software developing
organizations because professional stakeholders are excluded from influence in the
development process.



368 Part 7:  The Information Systems Profession

The idea of social exclusion has conceptual connections to discussions about
poverty and capability deprivation (O’Brien et al. 1997; Sen 2000; Silver 1994).
Historically the term social exclusion has been associated with economic disadvantage,
where the lack of income has been regarded as a root-cause for inequalities among
actors at different levels in the society.  However, adopting a capability perspective on
poverty implies a multidimensional perspective on the phenomenon, since actors value
distinct capabilities differently (Sen 2000).  Since the introduction of the term social
exclusion more than 30 years ago, the meaning of the concept has expanded widely and
is today an unclear, imprecise concept (O’Brien et al. 1997) congested with economic,
social, political, and cultural connotations (O’Reilly 2005).  Social exclusion is, there-
fore, not only a result of lacking monetary capital, but can be attributed to lack of
income over a wide range of different kinds of capital, including social, cultural, and
symbolic capital.  Acknowledging these aspects of social exclusion, this study is
informed by Bourdieu and his idea of capital.

The term social exclusion has been interpreted in several ways (de Haan and
Maxwell 1998).  In this study we adopt the monopoly paradigm of social exclusion
(Silver 1994), where social exclusion is seen as the consequence of group monopoly
formation where certain groups are excluded from social closure.  Within this paradigm,
“the boundaries of exclusion may be drawn within or between nation-states, localities,
firms or social groups” (Silver 1994, p. 543).  Social exclusion is thus not only a
phenomenon that operates at a societal level but also as a product of group dynamics in
organizational settings.  The focus on social exclusion in organizational groupings
makes the characteristics of deprivation central in the analysis (de Haan 1998).
Centralizing deprivation makes it possible to identify the criteria for inclusion and
exclusion in organizational communities.

In this paper, we consider social inclusion and exclusion as related to communities
of practice.  It is generally accepted that communities of practice can be described as a
group of people that share a basic interest or a passion for something (Lave and Wenger
1991; Wenger 1998).  Communities of practice can be regarded as collectives with a
high degree of shared capital.  In one sense, gaining acceptance into the community
means new members must to a large extent share the same capital as the other members
of the community.  Social inclusion and exclusion in terms of the community of practice
is based on the degree to which people conform to the existing practice of that com-
munity.  However, when these communities intersect within an organization, it raises
the possibility of the social inclusion and exclusion of a community of practice as a
whole.  This might occur when the capital shared within the community has little
importance or value among the other communities of practice within an organization.
If a community’s  capital is undervalued outside of that community, all of its members
may become excluded.

Using the notion of capital as a frame, we explore conflicts between social groups
in a systems development organization.  The research question we explore is:  How does
social exclusion affect software development organizations?  We frame an interpretive
analysis of the struggle of one professional group of developers to gain social inclusion
within the remainder of the organization’s  software development communities.  We
show that software developers are not merely engaged in technical practice, but also in
a social practice, in a constant struggle over scarce resources to position themselves in
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the organization to exert influence and consolidate their positions in the engagement of
communities of practice.

2 CASE DESCRIPTION AND METHODOLOGY

This research engaged a company that may best be characterized as a software
development organization specializing in mission critical applications over a wide range
of business areas.  The company (hereafter called Acme, a pseudonym) employs more
than 300 people, most of whom hold academic degrees in systems engineering.  

In the late 1990s, Acme settled on a strategic direction to concentrate focus on the
capability maturity model paradigm (Humphrey 1989; Paulk et al. 1993) as a means to
improve its systems development capabilities.  Today Acme is certified level five ac-
cording to the CMMI model (Chrissis et al. 2003).  In its effort to implement the level
five processes of the CMMI model, Acme has chosen to base the organizational imple-
mentation on the Microsoft Solution Framework (Microsoft 2003).  Primarily, the team
model presented in this framework has provided the inspiration for organizing Acme’s
knowledge network.  Six disciplines are represented in the team model:  Program
Management, Development, Test, Release Management, User Experience, and Product
Management.

Today each individual network is organized as something of an autonomous
community of practice: a knowledge net consists of a number of members managed by
a knowledge leadership group with typically four representatives.  These representatives
are considered to be professional experts within the discipline.  The knowledge leader-
ship is responsible for optimizing the process within the discipline and ensuring that
state-of-the-art knowledge is continually evaluated and disseminated to the members of
the network.  The network also interacts with projects in the organization on a regular
basis to ensure that this knowledge is applied in practice.

The decision to base the improvement effort on MSF was motivated by two factors.
Apart from providing the organization with a framework for organizing the institutional
tailoring of the high level processes of the CMMI model, this approach also addressed
an emerging issue experienced in the projects: a lack of user involvement.  Acme had
recently been exposed to bad publicity regarding the user interfaces of its software
products for a highly prestigious public project.  This incident turned the attention to
MSF, where the User Experience role is an integrated part of the framework.  Top
management agreed to adopt this framework, thus justifying the employment of people
with skills in designing User Experience; a role that has not traditionally been repre-
sented in the systems development process.  In this way, the justification for employing
the User Experience people was motivated by an external demand for focus on the
tangible design of the end product, not the internal architecture of the product that up to
then had been a quality criteria in Acme.

The integration of technologies like CMMI and MSF into development practice
produces increased perception of user and group empowerment (Adams et al. 2005).
These models are in themselves loaded with certain values.  In this study we acknowl-
edge these technologies as structures that sustain the practice of the established
community and thereby influence the criteria on which social exclusion and inclusion
are determined (Adams et al. 2005).
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2.1 Data Collection
This research is empirically grounded in an ongoing action research project.  For

the past 2 years, we as researchers have had regular access to the organization and
engaged in work activities to collect data.  This study is most accurately categorized as
a case study within an action research project (Germonprez and Mathiassen 2004),
although the study relies heavily on a thorough understanding of how Acme operates as
an organization acquired through joint collaboration on action taking.

The practical problem that drove forward the case study design was centered on the
disparate performance of the networks in the organization assessed on the basis of a
general survey among members of the knowledge networks.  The survey demonstrated
that the User Experience network achieved the absolute lowest score, whereas the Test
network was ranked as the overall best functioning network.  

The specific data collection for this study involved 10 interviews.  Subjects included
two members of each network, two representatives from each network’s knowledge
leadership, and the knowledge leader in each network.  The four interviews with the
knowledge leaders serve as the primary data source used for the analysis in this study
because of their central position in the networks.  Subsequently the results of the study
were presented to the knowledge leaders in Acme in order to triangulate the findings and
to give the interviewees an opportunity to comment on the conclusions.

The interviews were conducted using a semi-structured interview guide, with six
major categories.  The six categories were focused on the respondents personal work in
the organization, the application of knowledge in their work, their role in the knowledge
network, their personal evaluation of the knowledge network they represented, changes,
and, finally, current challenges and problems.  Each interview was scheduled for 1 hour
and was recorded with the respondents knowledge and permission.  To protect the
anonymity of the interviewees, they will be referenced as knowledge leader one through
four (KL1–KL4) in the analysis.  The interviews were all recorded and subsequently
transcribed.

2.2 Interpretive Analysis
Our goal is the understanding of deeply held social and cultural beliefs of a

community, rather than those of individuals.  We approached the analysis using an
interpretive frame (Walsham 1995) that regarded the interview transcripts as a collective
text.  Any such text can be interpreted using techniques from literary analysis (Johnson
1980; Norris 1982).  Such analytical techniques are not only applied in literature and
poetry, but have also been applied in marketing and advertising (Ahuvia 1998) as well
as in information systems (Beath and Orlikowski 1994; Truex et al. 2000).  Our analysis
not only includes consideration for the message intended by the author (authorial intent),
but also for multiple meanings that arise from the text itself in the context of the
communities of practice.  

3 ANALYTICAL FRAMEWORK
In the analysis, our interpretation is inhabited by a purpose of explicating social

inclusion and exclusion.  This study applies the work of the French sociologist Pierre
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Bourdieu as an analytical framework to help guide the interpretation and help identify
relevant passages in the empirical data.  Bourdieu’s theory is centered on three key
elements that together seek to explain how social practice emerges.  Bourdieu represents
the logical relationships among the central concepts of his theory in an equation as
[(Habitus) (Capital)] + Field = Practice (Bourdieu 1984, p. 101).  

The field is defined as the social context in which social actors take part.  The field
is characterized by detached historical relations and structures anchored in certain forms
of power or capital (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, p.  16).  Within this arena, actors
operate and fight for desirable resources.  The field thus becomes a structured space of
positions determined by the distribution of capital.  Acceptance into a certain field can
only be granted if the individual, who wants to enter, conforms to the governing social
norms and displays an acceptable pattern of behavior (Kvasny 2002).  Fields with a high
degree of autonomy have high entry barriers for newcomers (Bourdieu and Wacquant
1992, p. 100), who must share the belief in the value of capital at stake in the field.  

Habitus is defined as the existential setting that surrounds an actor.  This includes
internalized social norms and patterns of behavior.  The habitus shapes the beliefs and
character of individual actors.  Habitus thus becomes the embodied practices that guide
human agency.  Bourdieu (1977) defines habitus as “a system of lasting, transportable
dispositions which, integrating past experiences, functions at every moment as a matrix
of perceptions, appreciations and actions and makes possible the achievements of
infinitely diversified tasks.”

Capital is a power resource that individuals can use to enter or change position in
the field (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992).  Bourdieu defines four different kind of
capital:

1. Economic:  Monetary resources
2. Social:  Group membership, relationships, networks of influence and support
3. Cultural:  Knowledge, skills, competencies, education, and credentials
4. Symbol:  Accumulated honor and prestige

The various forms of capital are means of power that can be used by actors to position
themselves in the field.  The relative importance of the various forms of capital is
defined by the field.

4 THE STUDY

Our report below is structured according to the concepts in the theoretical
framework.  We attempt to expose the capital used by the interviewees in constructing
the texts.  Similarly, we explore the field that exists within the organization by exposing
apparent structures that inhabit the interview texts.  By revealing the field in the
organization, we seek to understand the kinds of capital that are valued by actors in the
field.  To empirically ground the study, our interpretation of selected passages from the
interviews will be presented in the analysis.

The analysis helps expose incoherence or contradiction in the social structures that
inhabit the interview texts.  Such incoherence or contradiction might explain the social
inclusion or exclusion of various actors in the organization.  Accordingly, this analysis
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is not intended to be a normative interpretation that evaluates conceptual schemas
against a set of norms, but rather to more directly expose tensions and contradictions
among the professional groupings in Acme.  The aim is to identify naturally concealed
aspects of practice in the software organization.  In the following sections we seek to
unveil the basic characteristics of the key elements central to Bourdieu’s theory for
actors in the two networks under investigation in Acme.

4.1 Defining the Habitus

It appears from the texts that the knowledge leaders in the User Experience group
(KL1 and KL2) do not share common characteristics in their individual habitus.  The
two people come from different professional backgrounds and display different patterns
of behavior.  One of the knowledge leaders sees it as a prime objective to establish a
well functioning network (words that provided key signs in the interpretation are
underlined):

We have an ambition in the network to also get the feeling that it is fellowship,
but we do not feel this today, because the members do not make any con-
tributions.  (KL 1)

The use of the term fellowship has very thick connections, relationships of strongly held,
closely shared values.  The marginalized text is that KL1 wants to avoid being shunned
or excommunicated from this community, or perhaps to shun others.  An ambition to
establish a User Experience fellowship, of course, is structured by the shared desire
(“we”) for the fellowship, but the lack of contribution by members.  This clear contra-
diction could mean that “we” is really structured by “I.”  The text suggests the lack of
shared values that would drive contributions, and KL1 believes his values should drive
a powerful fellowship.  KL1 is very focused on the process view, since a lot of his work
effort is put here.  KL1 surprisingly marginalizes the end-user in the interviews by not
mentioning this group at all, although it is a prominent task for a knowledge leader in
a User Experience network.

KL2 on the other hand marginalizes the process view that is central to the organi-
zation given its strategic interest for the CMMI model.  Top management in Acme has
emphasized the importance of the process view in the charter for the knowledge network
mechanism.  Yet KL2 does not refer to the process work that might be the most
important part of the work in knowledge leadership.  However, KL2 is very focused on
the demonstration of the value of User Experience in the actual projects in the organi-
zation that develop software products.

The only time that User Experience succeeds is when you are out in the
projects and get things to happen.  Events and posters where everybody can
see us including processes are OK, but there’s got to be some executive
powers.  (KL2)

In this passage, success is connected with getting things to happen (real work).  Pro-
cesses are connected to executive powers (“where everybody can see us”).  The frame-
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work of the text shows how KL2 values real work in the projects and the process work
is some showpiece for the executives, perhaps disconnected from actual productive
work.

The habitus of the User Experience knowledge leaders is quite divergent, especially
in terms of the value of processes.  In the Test network, on the other hand, it is apparent
that the habitus of the knowledge leaders to a large extent is consistent and that they
share characteristics.  The actors espouse the same values and have a view of the
knowledge network that is consistent with the official knowledge network charter.  

The most important thing, when you are part of the leadership in a network,
is to be able to do leadership.  That is, get the network to work!  (KL3)

The process view is so strongly embodied in KL3 that the product view defers to
this.  Leadership gets the network to work.  In the margins only do we find that it is the
network that gets the product to work.  In contrast to the User Experience network
knowledge leaders, the Test network leaders see as their most prominent task to lead the
network.  There is no talk of fellowship or lack of contributions.  The interview is
constructed on the basis that members are actively involved in the work of the knowl-
edge network, not in the construction of the knowledge network.

I see the knowledge network as an educational institution.  It is all about
raising the knowledge level in house.  (KL4)

Underlying this passage is the unit of analysis (the house and not the network).  The
network and its benefits are organization-wide, not located within a single group.  This
value reveals how the habitus of the knowledge leaders in the Test network is oriented
toward the field in the organization.  The values used to construct interviews with the
User Experience network were different.  The knowledge leaders of the Test network
seamlessly fit the characteristics of the organization whereas the knowledge leaders of
the User Experience network have difficulty in establishing an identity both internally
and externally.  

4.2 Valued Capital in the Field

Competing values and behavior prevent the knowledge leaders in the User Experi-
ence group from defining a common ground.  More importantly, the actors fail to
establish themselves by not sharing the valued capital in the governing field in the
organization.  Moving our analysis to focus more specifically on these values, the
analysis reveals the specific forms of capital at stake in the field.

4.2.1 Social Capital

The field in organizations is heavily influenced by the structures in the organization.
The determined adoption of the CMMI framework has influenced the design of the
organization and has become a structure that guides practice.  The concept of process
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has in this way become an influential source of valuable social capital, because these
structures act as the focal point of all communication in the organization.

It is a classic question when you get introduced to the company.  You are asked
if you like processes.  Little by little people become aligned, in the sense that
they smile when you mention the word process.…It is almost a question of
religion.  (KL3)

For actors to position themselves in the organizational field, they must believe in
and value the process view.  The religion metaphor used by KL3 contains the unspoken-
of anathema that would characterize critiques of the process view.  Indeed, the excom-
munication or shunning suggested earlier by KL1 is present in this text.  If people do not
support the process idea, they are considered nonbelievers.  It becomes a central part of
the social capital in the field, an important entry barrier for admission into the field and
the social group.  The presence of this value is also reflected by the frequent reference
in all interviews to various processes in the organization.

I design processes.  Right now I work intensely to get the User Experience part
integrated into the common process definition of the organization.  (KL1)

It cannot be the responsibility of the leadership e.g.  to design new processes.
This can be delegated out as a separate task.  (KL4)

Do I follow any process?  That’s a good question.  Well, I’m a part of a team
where we follow a certain course of actions when reporting.  But the work
products that I deliver are not especially process controlled.  KL2)

It is worth noting that the process concept is viewed in different ways across the two
networks.  The User Experience network is a fairly new discipline introduced by the
organizational adoption of the Microsoft Solution Framework.  The processes for User
Experience are not yet defined and deployed in the organization.  Perhaps this is why
they lack processes that define the requirement of User Experience work products.  The
User Experience work in the organization is therefore coordinated through the use of
common management processes.  The interpretation of the interviews reveals that if “it”
doesn’t have a process, “it” doesn’t exist, since the process is a fundamental structure
in the field and a touchstone for all other aspects in the organization.

There is a big difference in the conception of the relationship between a process and
a network.  Where the Test network sees themselves as detached from their process, the
User Experience network sees themselves as an internal part of their process.  There are
fundamentally conflicting views on processes and how processes are understood and
valued differently by the two groups.

4.2.2 Cultural Capital

The cultural capital of value in the field seems to be based on a set of principles
often associated with those of engineers.  These values are openly expressed in the
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organization because of the overwhelming presence of engineers in the organization.
These values may make it difficult for people from other disciplines, unindoctrinated in
these values, to influence the shape of the capital in the field.  Rather, people with com-
peting beliefs must become assimilated into the governing cultural capital of the field.

It is really disreputable when we [User Experience people] are in the project.
It is really an environment where the technical foundation has a high weight.
When you sit as a UE representative among 50 others and argue that it is not
supposed to be like that; then they will answer: But that’s the way it is!  (KL2)

An unspoken concept inhabiting this passage is the source conflict KL2 has
developed with others in the project.  People don’t explain to KL2 what is valued, they
expect KL2 to understand (KL2 doesn’t).  User Experience people encounter the
difficulty of penetrating the established ethos of the engineer.  User Experience is a new
discipline within systems development.  KL2 earlier in the interview characterized this
discipline as having a soft approach to systems development, safeguarding the interest
of the end user based on a competing set of values.  Such values contradict the principles
of the engineer.  KL3 characterizes the company as follows:

We are still an engineering company.  This means that engineers to a great
extend are very confident people who can work independently and who quickly
can reach conclusions.  (KL3)

4.2.3 Symbolic Capital

In terms of symbolic capital, the interviews clearly demonstrate that a practical
demonstration of expertise can change an actor’s position in the field.

It is still a struggle being an unbalanced entity.  For example, the User
Experience network, they steadily fight for their acceptance.  It has been a
tough battle.  In fact, Test has been through the same.  It has actually arrived
while I have been here.  You must damn well prove you are worthy, before you
will get a place at the table.  (KL3)

The value of practical demonstration of expertise is also revealed elsewhere in the
analysis.  All of the interviewees refer to previous or anticipated accomplishments in the
organization, but there are unspoken differences between the User Experience group and
the Test network.  Both knowledge leaders in the Test network refer to accomplishments
that are centered on processes.  KL3 reports on an ongoing redesign of the existing
process structure in the organization and KL4 concentrates on the development of an
automatic unit test and GUI test to support the existing test process.  Both actors are
constructing the interviews in the context of anticipated savings in monetary capital that
is particularly important in the field:  cost reduction and time.

No such pattern seems to have been present in the construction of the interviews
with the User Experience network.  Nowhere do KL1 and KL2 refer to accomplishments
that might be measured in any particular capital at all.
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1In Danish literally, “on the wall.”

4.3 Defining the Field

During the process of analyzing the interview texts, certain themes emerged that
prove valuable for achieving a deeper understanding of social exclusion in the software
development process.  In this section we will draw on selected parts of the texts to
highlight these themes.

Organizational inclusion is of great importance for the User Experience people.
This is not an issue in the Test network; they take it for granted that they are socially
included in the organization.  Recall KL3’s earlier comment, “You must damn well prove
you are worthy, before you will get a place at the table.  By pointing out how the Test
network has been through similar circumstances, KL3 marginalizes the issue of accep-
tance as an issue that is of importance to the Test network today; inclusion is taken for
granted.  Also the event or basis for the acceptance has been marginalized.  It is not
revealed how the Test network made the transition from being socially excluded to being
included in the organization.  This tacit achievement is left obscure and secret.  Thirdly,
the choice of the metaphor  “get a place at the table”1 implies a transition phase from
being invisible to becoming visible in the organization.  The text is constructed with the
idea of a test where you get the opportunity to prove the value of your competencies.
Finally the struggle is characterized as a steady fight, a tough battle.  KL1, independent
of KL3, makes use of the same battle metaphor to describe the current situation for the
User Experience network.

4.4 The Battle Metaphor

For the last two years my main focus has been on the design of user interfaces.
The User Experience network did not exist at this point in time.  I fought a
lonely battle for more than ten months before the MSF roles were formally
introduced.  (KL1)

…because a project can tailor its own process more or less as it pleases and
because project managers possess a lot of power, then it doesn’t by design
ensure that User Experience will become a part of the project process….when
a project manager is pressed for time they will drop processes that they do not
know a lot about or processes that they believe will generate less value.  It is
an ongoing battle.  (KL1)

These two extracts illustrate the context in which KL1 uses the battle metaphor.
The interviewees repeatedly make reference to this combat metaphor.  The texts show
how KL1 sees himself as a champion; one that, given the singularity in values shown
in the interpretation that revealed his habitus, perhaps has undertaken a heroic quest as
a lonely champion.  KL1 seeks to fight for the values in which he believes and that are
not shared by other individuals in the organization.  In the detailed accounting of the
quest, KL1 never explicitly mentions the enemy that needs to be fought.  The interpre-
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tation of this text reveals a champion with a cause but no clearly defined monster to
battle.  This is marginalized, a part of the story that was present for the interviews, but
missing from the interview text itself.

I have simply got a sound beating and I was really low in the established
hierarchy.  (KL1)

The text makes reference to the “sound beating” of the champion.  Yet, the monster that
beat KL1 is marginalized.  KL1 never names the monster that must be defeated to gain
wide-spread acceptance in the organization.  But the monster inhabits both networks.
KL2 also fights this battle.

The purpose of User Experience network is to get more attention in house.
There are two objectives: one is directed inwards, that is, we become better at
what we are doing, and the second is directed outwards:  that is, to render the
User Experience part of the systems development visible to the organization.
(KL2)

By emphasizing the importance of getting attention in house and rendering the User
Experience network visible in the organization, KL2 marginalizes how the network is
not visible in the house today.  To become visible, the User Experience network must
prove that they are worthy of their place at the table.  Yet the battle that KL2 fights is
not valued by peers. 

This is still a discipline where we walk around—and I’m not the one to
complain, because this is how it is in all organizations—and get into a context
where there will be a natural resistance against what you represent.  It
corresponds to the job of internal police.  (KL2)

KL2 uses the label “internal police” to characterize his own responsibility in the
process.  Internal police serves as a control function to verify that some unpronounced
“law” is enforced.  Present in this passage is a certain legalistic code that requires force
to enact.  This comparison indicates that KL2 is aware of the resistance among his peers
for what he represents and the (unspoken) violence necessary to overcome it.

Common in the underlying premises of KL1 and KL2 is that neither has earned the
right to be in the field.  The monster that they are struggling to subdue is not necessarily
the same monster recognized and valued in the field.  The User Experience network may
have indeed failed to demonstrate to the field that this is a worthy monster to subdue and
that its conquest should earn the capital that would penetrate the barriers for newcomers
to the field.  To penetrate the entry barriers of the field, the User Experience monster
must be great enough to gain professional acceptance among peers in the organization.
At this point in time, the User Experience network seems to be socially excluded
because they haven’t earned the capital that comes from battling and vanquishing a
significant monster that roams the field.
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5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

The use of Bourdieu’s  theory of social practice as an analytical lens to understand
the mechanisms of social exclusion has contributed new insight into how professional
communities new to an organization must struggle for social inclusion among peers.  We
have highlighted the metaphors of monsters, champions, battles, and conquests because
these enliven our descriptions of the interview texts and the interpretive analysis.  Indeed
these metaphors were present in the interview text, although unpronounced by the
actors.  The underlying mechanics of social exclusion described in these texts can be
explained in general terms as follow.

Larger software development organizations provide a venue for the intersection of
a variety of communities of practice.  This intersection provides a social engagement
that constitutes a field.  In software development organizations, newcomers to such a
cohesive social group of peers with distinct shared values (i.e., a field or a community
of practice) will be excluded until they demonstrate socially acceptable behavior and
accumulate the right kinds of capital as defined by the larger field.  For the particular
case of this software development firm, this admission is dependent on a threshold
event.  This threshold event wins social inclusion for the excluded group, in this case,
one community of practice.

The threshold event for this organization appears to be the acquisition of ownership
of a respectable process by the individuals awaiting admission.  This threshold event is
a struggle, akin to vanquishing some monster.  But the quality of the monster is an issue.
The field collectively decides whether the monster is of sufficient magnitude to warrant
the capital needed to enter.  In our case, the software development organization socially
decides whether the User Experience group has gained sufficient ownership of a
sufficiently respectable process to be socially included.

There are some very important social features in the case concerning this threshold
event.  First, there is no formally pronounced process of social inclusion or exclusion
in the organization.  The User Experience network is by definition part of the formal
organization.  But everyone, including the User Experience network members, under-
stands very precisely that they are outsiders, socially excluded from the rest of the
network because they have earned no capital in the social field within the formal
organization.

Second, no one ever tells newcomers that there is a threshold event or that they
must find it and complete it, and what makes the event valuable.  It is an unspoken
assumption, understood and shared by all of the actors in the field.  It’s sort of, “We’ll
know it when we see it.” Even this vagary is never pronounced, but simply inhabits the
social texts.  Newcomers are socially excluded from the community of practice until the
threshold event occurs.  Discovery that such an event brings the capital necessary to win
admittance to the field is all the more difficult when a complete community of practice
has been excluded.  Newcomers may be doing the “right things” from the viewpoint of
their peers within their own community of practice, yet doing the “wrong things” from
the viewpoint of the peers within a larger field.

Third, loss of valued capital can lead to loss of position in the field.  A group can
lose its social inclusion by not keeping up skills, know-how, and command over their
process.  In other words, groups that are not vigilant will degenerate and be excluded.
In other words, new monsters grow and attack the careless.



Elisberg & Baskerville/Social Inclusion among Peers 379

How, then, does social exclusion affect software development organizations?  We
have demonstrated that within organizations or between certain communities of practice,
despite implementations of formal structures to the contrary, newcomers may be socially
excluded.  Efficiency and effectiveness in the software development process may
consequently be limited because the integration of some functions in practice is not
recognized by peers.  In our case, the professional community in User Experience is
socially excluded from the larger field because peers do not recognize the qualifications
held by these people.  In practice, this means that the User Experience community fails
to safeguard the interest of the end user—not because there is a lack of formal structures
or management commitment, but because the User Experience people haven’t  accumu-
lated the right kind of capital to enter the larger field and become socially included.

For some software development organizations and communities of practice,
winning social inclusion involves a threshold event that is recognized by the actors in
the field as winning sufficient capital to gain position in the field.  The existence and
nature of the threshold event may never be expressed, although it inhabits the social
constructs of the organization with great strength.  In one sense, the threshold event is
something of a monster that must be discovered and vanquished by the newcomers,
within the unspoken recognition and approbation of the other organizational or
community of practice members.  Only champions grow worthy of social inclusion.
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