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C h r i s  s ta ry

The Me and Knowledge
Communities:

Role Management by Design
and Reflection 

Abstract

Members of the knowledge society mainly create and process infor-
mation using digital media. Exploring information interactively al-
lows them to learn from other community members, e.g., finding 
alternative ways of task accomplishment. In addition to individual 
learning steps, community processes can also be triggered in this 
way. In this contribution, a framework for empowering self-deter-
mined knowledge creation, organization, and sharing is discussed. It 
supports analyzing whether the organization of communication 
through ICT facilitates or inhibits community building and content 
reflection in social systems. Its implementation covers generating 
and processing tagged information along intertwined individual 
and collective learning process pathways. Interactive role manage-
ment allows dynamic switching of perspectives on content and infor-
mation networking in social contexts.

1 Introduction

‘New communication technologies have freed interaction from the 
requirements of physical copresence; these technologies have ex-
panded the array of generalized others contributing to the construc-
tion of the self. Several research foci emerge from this development: 
the substance of “I,” “me,” and the generalized other in a milieu void 
of place, the establishment of “communities of the mind,” and the 
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negotiation of copresent and cyberspace identities.‘1 Members of 
the information society need to get used to a variety of roles when 
interacting with digital media. They have learned presenting them-
selves differently based on their audience or conversational partner 
and the subject of their interaction.2 

When using web-based tools or social media, such as a search 
engine for gardening procedures or Facebook3 to share impressions 
on an event, persons act in a certain role. The role is based on tech-
nological affordances and immediate context. Roles might either be 
described in certain profiles using registration wizards, or recorded 
during interactions, e.g., documenting entries to search engines. 
The first case might be obvious for role design and presenting one-
self, whereas in the latter case most of us become aware of roles and 
role design, once confronted with (previously) recorded behavior 
data, e.g., when searching for a book and receiving proposals for 
further reading referring to previous search patterns. 

Hence, role design and management become increasingly im-
portant when multiple situational elements occur in some concomi-
tant manner. Consider, for instance, searching a book on gardening 
in an online shop. The user could be a novice in gardening, an ex-
perienced user of search engines, and a barely skilled web shopper. 
Role types occur along various dimensions and domains, such as 
level of skill with respect to features or technologies, and expertise 
in a domain. They need to be aligned, in particular when involving 
multiple communities, as our exemplified user may eventually ask 
questions in a gardening forum where experts address novice gar-
deners4. 

The more informed community members are about their content 
and communication acts, the more transparent their role in interac-
tion becomes, and the more thoughtfully they will communicate5. It 

1 Cerulo, 1997, p. 386
2 cf. Castells, 2010
3 www.facebook.com
4 cf. Ellison et al., 2006
5 cf. Gilster, 2006

challenging.indd   44 12.10.12   21:18



  Challenging Organisations and Society  45

The Me and Knowledge Communities: Role Management by Design and Reflection

has been observed that people react to situations based on context 
rather than fixed behavior patterns6. In our example, all three items 
of role management, i.e. the level of competence in gardening, 
searching, and web shopping have to be considered in their mutual 
context7.

In information and more importantly, in a knowledge society, 
roles are functional entities based on the community members’ 
identities, evolving over time8. Their management goes beyond tra-
ditional presentation formats, such as personal homepages, as per-
sons are acting in various roles according to the variety and dynam-
ics of virtual communities9. Adaptable descriptions of the Self are 
more structured than blogs and information boards, and presume 
ongoing interaction between community members10. In virtual com-
munities, goal-oriented interaction forms the awareness of its mem-
bers and their individual activities11. 

Dealing with roles according to situation context has become es-
sential, if not critical, for effective communication and interaction. 
Organizations, as socio-economical systems, have already developed 
role concepts and respective management techniques. For instance, 
in Business Process Re-Engineering, organizational units or posi-
tions are assigned to functions, such as assigning the task of recruit-
ment to the human resource department. Ideally, the assignment 
recognizes social and cognitive aspects as they may affect community 
structure and behavior. 

In the following, some of those mechanisms are identified, and 
their effect on developing role management facilities is discussed. 
Consequently, interactive learning processes involving individual 
and collective change need to be revisited. Making use of Meyrow-
itz’s observation that social media tend to blur the lines between 
“front stage” (what should be visible) and “back stage” behaviors 

6 cf. Meyrowitz, 1985
7 cf. Avgerou, 2001
8 Castells, 2010
9 cf. Schau et al., 2003
10 Robinson, 2007
11 Ellison et al., 2006
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(what should become visible to others) 12, developers and, ultimate-
ly, users need to deal with the “front” and “back” stage dynamically. 
Bridges are the interactive features, particularly when operating un-
der the control of community members. Context thus becomes par-
amount in these virtual communities13. 

Self-regulated role management turns out as challenge for com-
munity members. Jarvis14 identifies role management as learning 
task. Becoming a self in society requires both mind and self to be 
socially acquired. This process involves informed learning activities 
and might incorporate conflicting individual and social interests. 
Consequently, we need to study how community members could 
build these capacities in a reflective and structured way.

In section 2 a semiotic frame of reference for creating meaning 
and sharing knowledge is introduced. The learning concepts dis-
cussed later in section 3 lead to concepts for creating and propagat-
ing various perspectives on content throughout a community. After 
prototyping and validating individual ideas, community members 
are empowered to develop their specific perspective on the repre-
sented content, and start elaborating it. They may “set” the devel-
oped perspective “public” (making it available to an audience out-
side the group) or discuss it. Sharing information in this way enables 
more focused interaction, as perspectives are stored in their context 
of origin, and can be addressed directly through specific roles when 
interacting. In section 4 the roles community members take in rela-
tion to the various generating, processing, and sharing tasks are de-
tailed. They range from individual content generation to collective 
reflection and implementation. In section 5 the objectives and 
achievements are summarized and reflected upon. 

2 Socio-organizational Framing

Digital media articulated to community frameworks should be treat-
ed as an instrument of profound transformation in society. As Gilster 

12 Meyrowitz, 1985
13 cf. Avgerou, 2001
14 Jarvis, 2009, 2010
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states, digital media conjure ‘up a new set of challenges that require 
you [i.e., members of the society] to approach networked computers 
without preconceptions. Not only must you acquire the skill of find-
ing things, you [they] must also acquire the ability to use these things 
in your life.’15 Digital media should implement a socio-technical vi-
sion for knowledge generation, its penetration, and propagation in 
social systems. Consequently, any artifact from information technol-
ogy needs to undergo contextual analysis and requires explorative 
evaluation inside and outside of organizational frames co-created 
with stakeholders: citizens, professionals, and community. 

Any digital media conception can be based on Organizational 
Semiotics, as it captures artifacts in their societal context16. Organi-
zational Semiotics positions any technical system (e.g., smartphone, 
laptop) in its societal context, represented through several layers of 
mutual information influence17. Figure 1 illustrates the semiotic 
model18. In the informal system layer, addressing communities of 
various kinds, not only are meanings established, but also intentions 
are set, beliefs are formed, and commitments are developed and 
modified (cf. Communities of Practice19).

At the formal system layer, forms and rules replace informal 
sense-making, e.g., to establish and live in organized systems, such as 
nation-wide social security systems and economically valid work set-
tings. Finally, in the technology layer, some parts of the formal sys-
tem layer are supported and run by digital media, such as social se-
curity number processing, and Enterprise Resource Planning.

The layers are mutually dependent, as the informal layer encom-
passes the formal, and the formal one comprises the technology 
layer. Conversely, changes in the technology layer may cause impact 
in the formal, which could also have consequences in the informal 
layer. For instance, tablet computers allow handwritten inputs com-

15 Gilster, 1997, pp. 1-2 [comments by author]
16 Stamper 1993; Liu, 2000
17 Baranauskas et al., 2008
18 cf. Amiel et al., 2011
19 Wenger et al., 2000
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parable to paper-and-pen solutions. They can be used in organiza-
tional settings, such as formal project meetings, as well as in infor-
mal settings, e.g., for private idea management. 

The model considers both bottom-up and top-down develop-
ment of artifacts. Bottom-up development can be termed technolo-
gy-driven development – the tablet computer propagates from tech-
nology to business to private settings (see above). Top-down devel-
opment can be considered socially-driven, as initially all members of 
a society are addressed. It starts on the informal layer with the social 
context of stakeholders, i.e., their communities. In the case of digital 
media, a shared understanding of their use leads to a meaningful 
appropriation according to societally recognized purposes. 

While traditional development procedures emphasize technolo-
gy issues (infrastructure, syntactic and semantic processing), human-
centered ones (semantics, pragmatics, and social world) affect the 
use of artifacts and should become an integral part of development 
projects. Figure 2 illustrates the different layers, including relevant 
references to roles along the addressed semiotic ladder.20 

20 cf. Ariel et al., 2011

Figure 1. An Organizational Semiotics’ conceptualization of societal system layers
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Organizational Semiotics provides an interpersonal perspective 
supporting a situated analysis of artifacts. It allows the consideration 
of aspects related to formal and informal levels of digital media use 
by a social group. It helps organizations learn to achieve their vitally 
important structural flexibility21, in particular, since conceptual 
frameworks addressing organizational learning processes22 still lack 
method and tool support23. Both the representation of (task) knowl-
edge, and its communication as it is propagated throughout the or-
ganization, are considered crucial in collective learning processes – 
knowledge needs to be located, elicited, acquired, explored, and 
embodied24. 

Community members play an important role in triggering and 
performing learning processes. Ideally, they could drive change pro-
cesses on both the level of individual and organizational learning25. 
Community members should describe their particular view (work) 

21 Mehandjiev et al., 2010
22 Senge, 1990, Kim, 1993
23 cf. Zhu, 2009
24 Brown et al., 1998, Nonaka et al., 1999
25 cf. Herrmann, 2000

Figure 2. Semiotic role management context
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tasks, including individual procedures for task accomplishment. 
Though the required knowledge explication and related social pro-
cesses, e.g., for sharing behaviour, are rarely supported in an inte-
grative way, they should be intertwined26.

3 A Learning Frame for Role Identification

The following section describes the way that content, once created, 
triggers learning processes that empower community members to 
reflect on and structure their “activities”. Kolb’s experiential learn-
ing cycle27 is applied to the concept of intertwining individual  
knowledge creation and collective learning processes. As shown in 
figure 3 (upper left part), individual knowledge creation serves as 
input to community learning processes. According to Kolb, four 
bundles of activities prepare for participation in mutual discourse:
•	 Observe: Individuals observe stimuli and their consequences from 

the environment.
•	 Assess: Observations are assessed partly consciously, partly uncon-

sciously, by individuals.
•	 Design: On the basis of these assessments, individuals form ab-

stract concepts to react to the stimuli in a reflective way.
•	 Implement: The developed concepts are implemented in actual 

task situations. Recurrent observation and perception of the con-
cepts in terms of effectiveness lead to iterations of the activity 
bundles, and subsequent repeated observation.

Community learning is triggered through design and followed by 
individual access, experience, and assessment on the individual level.
•	 Design: Community members express their specific views onto in-

formation structures or situations, according to their individual 
experiences.

•	 Implement: The resulting information structure can be embedded 
into actual task situations. Interactive artifacts could enable 
hands-on-experience for task accomplishment (archetyping).

26 cf. Gilster, 2006
27 Kolb, 1984, Heftberger et al., 2004
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•	 Observe: Employees observe, in particular when interactive arti-
facts are used, possible effects the executed tasks have on the situ-
ation and the community.

•	 Assess: If the results fi t individual expectations or meet individual 
demands for change, the concerned items serves as input for the 
learning process on the collective level. If further process refi ne-
ments or modifi cations are required, the cycle starts again.

Figure 3. The operational frame of reference and tool components for community support 
(based on Heftberger et al.28)

In order to transfer the individually elicited knowledge to the 
community level, several activities facilitate interaction, collective 
exploration, and refl ection:
•	 Annotating information (structures). Basically, all created evidence 

needs to be documented by its proposer(s). It can then become 
available in some kind of Community Memory (CM) accessible 
by all community members. The CM is the core of a KMS (Knowl-
edge Management System), as it is used to store not only original 

28 Heftberger et al., 2004
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content structures, but also updates and versions of content and 
behaviour elements. Each community member can express indi-
vidual concerns and formulate individual inputs in a context-
sensitive way, namely by annotating information elements. An-
notations comprise comments, associations, and supplements to 
the created content. In our approach, they are stored together 
with the originally provided data.

•	 Developing and sharing perspectives. In order to share created con-
tent with other community members, all annotations are initially 
kept in personal views. Community members set these views pub-
lic once they are ready to share their findings with others. Indi-
vidual perspectives can thus be taken by others – the same way 
the original creator of content has acted. S/he provides not only 
data but also an individual perspective – sharing of information 
actually corresponds to the structured exchange of views. 

These activities can be reinforced by features of learning support 
systems, bridging the gap between individual and collective process-
es. According to Littlejohn et al., so-called charting tools allow com-
paring own skills (when recorded initially via a skills audit and then 
dynamically updated as new skills are acquired) and objectives (com-
prising standard community objectives augmented by self-created 
objectives) with those of others in a community. Members should 
identify the next steps for their own development by seeing how oth-
ers achieved similar goals29. Annotation features and views make it 
possible to achieve this task.

Consequently, consuming knowledge should be based on finding 
resources used by others who had similar goals, as indicated by the 
structured community memory. They allow for contribution to the 
collective by creating content relevant to the community. The con-
tribution could automatically become part of the community mem-
ory. Newly created content can be augmented with further informa-
tion as an entry is viewed and seen by others. Metadata ensure struc-
tured management and organization of knowledge. Members need 

29 Littlejohn et al., 2009
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to create a tailored, personal view of the knowledge (perspective) in 
the collective30. 

Finally, reflection on learning guides others and oneself in future 
learning. Community members can self-assess their progress, refin-
ing goals and adding detail before another activity is set or a specific 
task is accomplished. 

A system archetype, according to Senge31, describes and repre-
sents generic, albeit prototypical, structures of human behaviour 
patterns in a systemic way. As such, archetyping refers to handling 
information structures or applying behaviour specifications, such as 
business process models. As they may refer to ideal forms of relevant 
objects or procedures, they allow persons to understand some un-
derlying dynamics and to learn how to deal with these dynamics. 
Inherent properties of behaviour patterns need to be experienced 
before proposing them to the collective, to avoid undesirable effects 
of acting without reflection. 

Community learning can be considered as a swinging pendulum 
between individuals and affected members of the community, pro-
viding and exchanging individual or group perspectives on created 
information (structures). First, individuals take the role of content 
provider, before stepping into the role of respondents, reflecting on 
content and inputs. 

A step or cycle is complete once a modified information model, 
content, or process descriptions represent a commonly agreed-upon 
basis for community development and become effective on the com-
munity level. Community members take the role of receptors em-
bodying information.

Figure 3 shows the fundamental structure, activities, compo-
nents, and relationships. Input providers create content or start dis-
cussions, leading to the documentation of information considered 
relevant by a community member. Once created, content and behav-
iour representations can be refined by explorers and respondents, 

30 cf. Boland et al., 1995
31 Senge, 1990
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tried out, modified, or supplemented through sharing different per-
spectives before becoming operational on the community level. 

The directed link from the individualized content refers to the 
entire CM, since all previous entries of the CM might be affected. 
The links between the information and content model refer to expe-
riences gained from using any interactive artifact likely to influence 
the adaptation of content, and vice versa. The role of the commu-
nity member in that context is experimenter or explorer, respec-
tively. 

4 Self-managed, Interactive Role Management

In the following interactive (tool), support is introduced for input 
providers to create content, and for respondents to bring in various 
perspectives on existing information structures. View handling is 
proposed for explorers and community members willing to share 
knowledge either on the content or communication level. By han-
dling roles focusing on knowledge work, the dilemma addressed in 
the introduction of the paper can be overcome by an integrative 
approach, both on the level of content and communication, and on 
the affected domains. As we will see, embodiment is enabled at any 
time due to the self-organized exchange of views and communica-
tion.  

Typical triggers for role-based community interactions are life-
style issues. A web search reveals several projects in that regard, even 
tackling identical issues, such as checking mail, e.g.,

http://www.experienceproject.com/groups/Love-Checking-My-
Email/106717 (download 8.5.2012), and

http://lifehacker.com/5738727/why-you-shouldnt-check-your-
email-first-thing-in-the-morning (download 8.5.2012). The latter 
provides a short story that could serve as a typical input:

‘Why You Shouldn’t Check Your Email First Thing in the Morning?

We already know we check our email way too often and that the web is crucial 
to our morning routine, but blogger Sid Savara explains that answering 
email first thing in the morning does nothing but kill productivity.
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It boils down to this: if you start going through your inbox first thing in the 
morning (as many of us are wont to do), you lose any chance you had of go-
ing full steam ahead on your important project of the morning. You immedi-
ately wake up and start distracting yourself with everyone else’s needs:

As soon as you get up, work on something important for 30–45 minutes, and 
only then check it. If you can stand it, wait even longer. Some days I don’t 
check email at all until after lunch.

And you know what? As long as you’re ignorant of everything else that’s go-
ing on outside, you can concentrate on what you want to work on.

You don’t know what fires need to be put out, you don’t know about that 
special sale that’s going on today and you don’t know about that funny video 
your buddy sent you.

In general, Savara says, you should already know what you need to work on 
when you start your day. If you start checking email, you will move to one of 
a million other things that supposedly need your attention instead, when 
they’re probably less important.’

The first activity to be set in the provider role is to tag content ele-
ments, providing metadata, such as ‘e-mail experience’. The screen-
shot shows one way to support metadata management interactively. 
As only the marked elements matter, the text is not relevant to un-
derstand the approach in the Figure.  

The content area, as displayed in the center of the screen of Fig-
ure 4, corresponds to the workspace of users when handling con-
tent. Navigation is available as a tree view on the left side of the 
screen. It supports nesting of content elements. The features re-
quired for tagging could either be generic, e.g., ‘background’, ‘sto-
ry’, or domain-sensitive. For instance, in order to describe lifestyle 
stories, tags could be ‘starting my day’, ‘meeting friends’, and ‘keep-
ing in touch’. 

The story (in German) displayed on the screen in Figure 4 is 
about civil life in the period after World War II, told by individuals 
who were living at that time. Consequently, the list comprises tags, 
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such as ‘biography’, ‘making a living’, ‘end of war’, ‘friendship’, ‘loss 
of family’, ‘entertainment’. The benefit of structuring content in 
this way lies in the filter that can be applied later on, in order to se-
lect from all stories or content elements only those explorers and 
respondents are interested in. For instance, they may wish to find 
details on ‘making a living’ and ‘entertainment’, e.g., to find out 
how much time actually could be spent for joyful activities in that 
era. Then a KMS could display only those parts in the navigation and 
content area that contain content marked with the selected tags. By 
providing metadata, knowledge providers contribute to the seman-
tic richness of the community space. 

After being selected and assigned when providing community in-
put, they are listed by selection for filtering, and displayed on the 
right side on top of each content element (see Figure 4). Such tags 
not only facilitate grasping information, but also trigger exploration 
and sharing32.

32 cf. Schluep, 2005

Figure 4. Content area including tagging facility
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Annotation tools allow individualizing content space in the 
course of exploring content33. Explorers and respondents to input 
can choose from a variety of functions (see also Figure 5): individu-
alization of textual content elements; navigation within a module; 
formatting and marking of text. Typical examples for individualiza-
tion are textual note taking, multimedia attachments, links to inter-
nal or external sources of information, underlining/coloring of 
text, and direct links to entries in the discussion forum. Annotations 
can be considered as re-constructing information spaces, facilitating 
understanding and learning34.

In a KMS, annotations can be stored in views that can not only be 
cascaded, but also transferred to other users or used as shared mem-
ories in work groups (see also Figure 7). As soon as content is dis-
played, a view is also generated like an overlay transparency. The 
view is kept for further access and reloaded when the content is ac-

33 Fürlinger et al., 2004; Auinger et al., 2005
34 Stamey et al., 2005

Figure 5. Content area with individualization facility
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cessed again. Since several views can be created for content, they 
require identifiers, such as person or development phase names 
(see oval in Figure 5 exemplifying a feature for view selection).

Once a KMS allows explorers and respondents to edit links to 
internal or external sources of information, navigational elements 
for the management of information sources must be provided. Links 
can be external URLs as well as internal references, such as links to 
entries in social media (discussion forum, blog, chat etc.). Links 
might also refer to elements within the content already provided. 
The corresponding features could be included into an annotation 
bar (see oval in Figure 6). 

Figure 6. Linking content to communication

Referring to entries in the discussion forum or other social me-
dia is performed similarly to linking content elements. In the case of 
setting a link to an entry in social media, the addressed entry ex-
pands. Explorers and respondents can edit contributions directly 
linked to content, as indicated by the directed arrows in Figure 6 for 
coupling tagged content elements to forum entries. After proper 
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content selection, the link is instantiated and stored. Hence, switch-
ing between the various roles can be done dynamically35, since even 
content providers are able to change their role, e.g., commenting 
their own inputs.

As all annotations, including relations between content elements 
and communication entries, are stored in views, they play a crucial 
part in role management and self-organizing communities. The nav-
igation for view management needs to be transparent to community 
members and should be located on top of the content area (as illus-
trated in Figure 5). Explorers and respondents can manage views, 
including deletion and transfer to other members of their commu-
nity36. The release of views is restricted to users having access to the 
addressed content area, e.g., persons interested in the lifestyle is-
sues, the time after World War II. 

Figure 7. The KMS mechanism of sharing and accessing views 

Public views can be copied by users other than owners, and im-
ported to their list of individual views on the addressed content (see 
Figure 7). Those users might also set enriched or modified views 
public, leading to a cascade of public views. Hence, the transfer of 
views is essential, as it allows explorers and respondents to share 
their perspectives and switch to a different role dynamically. 

35 cf. Montague, 2012
36 cf. Chang et al., 1998; Röder, 2003
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5 Conclusions

(Virtual) Communities in the knowledge society are groups of people 
connected via social and knowledge media. They engage in knowl-
edge creation, documentation, sharing, collective use, and distribu-
tion while being influenced by those media. Community members 
take the role of content providers, receptors, explorers, and respond-
ents. They may change these roles dynamically, driven by their per-
sonal identities triggering their behavior. Technological artifacts could 
either hinder or facilitate this dynamic, and thereby, societal develop-
ment. The proposed framework provides support for self-managed 
interactive role management in a learning context. It aims to bridge 
conceptual gaps between individual and collective processes, and be-
tween social, organizational, and technological change issues.  

Technology should support communication and content man-
agement in an intertwined way. The starting point of socially effec-
tive processes is the explicit representation and communication of 
individually reflected inputs. Once accessible and enriched with 
metadata, community members can engage in exploration and 
sense-making, including the adaptation of existing mental models 
and procedures. Facilitators for knowing-relevant roles provider, ex-
plorer, receptor, and respondent are annotations. They involve con-
tent, e.g., when adding a comment to a content element, and com-
munication, e.g., when linking a blog entry directly to a touching 
part of a story. They are stored in views, setting the stage for switch-
ing roles. Individual and group perspectives can be made public in 
this way, and shared among community members. It allows commu-
nity members to become aware of their role while ensuring the 
traceability of community development processes.

The explicit transfer of views can be considered essential to the 
development of agile societal mindsets, as it refers to building the ca-
pacity to take over different responsibilities in a community. The pro-
posed features raise awareness and enable training to manage com-
munity building effectively from different roles. They should facilitate 
understanding societal structures and the resulting system dynamics. 
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This was 
a pleasure – it was my  

pleasure. It seems to be the nature of a 
dialog that there is no end; it is a living system that 
can be continued from each point. We started our 

conversation in Helsinki on a beautiful summer day sitting 
on a stone at the seaside, gazing at the horizon, and contin-
ued it via Skype and e-mail in Irvine (US) and Vienna (EU) 

and in virtual space.
And now we invite you – the readers of this dialog 

– to join us on this journal’s website:
www.cos-journal.com
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