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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to elaorate on the theme of the relevance of IS research. Based on recent experi-
ments and experiences in the borderland between research and practice and politics we suggest some additions
to the discussion of the IS research reevance in Fitzgerad (2001). One addition concerns relevance to whom,
where we suggest considering aregiond relevance through cultivation of regiond 1S knowledge networks. Such
networks comprise regional knowledge production in collaboration between researchers and practitioners, and
results are made public and tested in other organizations in addition to the research Stes. Thisis closdy related
to the view of knowledge and research put forward by American pragmatism. A second addition is to comple-
ment Fitzgerald' s suggestion to expose researchers to practice with the suggestion to expose practitioners to
research. It isjust as difficult to learn the *true nature’ of research from reading the executive summary in MIS
Quarterly asit isto learn the ‘true nature’ of practice from a couple of interviews with practitioners. A regiona
IS knowledge network is an excellent opportunity for such double exposure.
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Introduction

A much debated issue in Information Systems (1S) research isits relevance to practice. Often the debate takes
place in debate articles or in panels at conferences, but at times the problem of rdlevance is o discussed in
research articles. Ciborra (1997, p. 69), for instance, accuses IS research concerning I T and business strategy
for measuring “ .. .theoretical (and artificia) condructs...” while a the same time virtualy hiding the messness of
everyday redity. In alater article (Ciborra, 2000) asmilar accusation is put forward, but now it is targeted to-
ward IS researchersidedizing 1S methods, and hence ignoring what goes on in the daily swamp of IS projects.
Ciborra's concluson isthat it istime to leave the high grounds of IS methods and artificia congtructs, such as
geometrica representations of business variables, and instead get our hands dirty in the messy practices of eve-
ryday life in the organizational svamp.

Leaving the high grounds clearly requires that re-
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Regional IS Knowledge Networks

ing prectitioners. Although we agree with Fitzgerad we believe that equdly important as exposing IS research
ersto practice isto expose | S practitioners to research. If research is ever to have an impact on practice, prac-
titioners first need to know the results of research and, second, apply these resultsin their daily work.

Before beginning to discuss how we should link research to practice we should aso inquire into the question of
relevance to whom. Fitzgerdd (2001) argues that when this question is discussed within the IS community the
assumption is ustdlly that relevance to practice means relevance to IS practitioners. However, he clams that
there are indeed severd other stakeholders aswdll, including students, academicsin Information Systems and
other disciplines, funding agencies and society at large. Among these stakeholders we would aso like to incor-
porate geographica regions. We strongly believe that IS knowledge can be regiondly based and as such be-
come a substantia addition to aregion’s businesslife. Castells (1996) aso emphasizes the importance of region
when discussng models, actors and Sites of the informetion technology revolution, and he presents severd ex-
amples of successful regions regarding technologica innovation, for instance Silicon Valey and Paris-Sud. Al-
though our ambition is a amuch more modest leve than to creste anew Silicon Vdley, we believe that Cas-
tdls's (1996, p. 57) clam that innovative milieus require “...gpatia concentration of research centers, higher
education ingtitutes, advanced technology companies...” isvdid in asmaler scae aswdll.

The purpose of this paper is to elaborate on the theme of relevance of research to practice, by introducing re-
giond IS knowledge networks as a means to link research and practice. We will do this by discussng arecernt
development that both presents a geographical region as a potentidly relevant ‘receiver’ of 1S research and a
context in which a more frequent exposure of research to practice, and practice to research, easily can beimag-
ined.

We cdl the context in which research and practiceis linked, and in which aregion is an important receiver of IS
research, a Regional |S Knowledge Network. The main aim of the network isto develop knowledge and to
distribute and exchange knowledge and experiences. In the knowledge network researchers are exposed to
practice while at the same time practitioners are exposed to research. This means that the knowledge and ex-
perience exchange works in both directions. Researchers communicate research results to practitioners, and
practitioners present the knowledge and experiences that they have gained in their work to researchers. Devel-
oping knowledge is not percelved as soldly the respongibility of researchers; rather, knowledge is developed
and didtilled in collaboration between researchers and practitioners. Consequently, the network becomes both a
knowledge producing and a knowledge distributing system.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. We begin by presenting the idea of aregiona 1S knowledge
network, emphasizing that it has to incorporate both a knowledge producing and a knowledge distributing sys-
tem. Then, in the third section, we briefly describe some activities initiating the growth of aregiona knowledge
network, stressing the importance of using parts of dready exising socia networks to establish the new net-
work. In thefourth section we show that the idea of aregiona 1S knowledge network is based on both the
American pragméatist view of knowledge as closdy related to practice, and on its view on how to conduct re-
search. Findly, in the fifth section we conclude that there are five items characterizing aregiond 1S knowledge
network: (1) The creation of knowledge isin focus, (2) There must be aworking transfer of knowledge in both
directions between researchers and practitioners within the network, (3) Knowledge is didtilled in collaboration
between researchers and practitioners, (4) Knowledge must be made public, and (5) Knowledge should be
turned into action.
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The Idea of a Regional IS Knowledge Network

The gtarting point of Fitzgerald's (2001) discussion of the relevance of research to practice isthe rigor versus
relevance debate in Information Systems. His main purpose isto discuss the failure of 1S research to engage
meaningfully with the IS topic itsdf; thet is, he arguesthat | S research is not ddivering any results thet are useful
to IS practitioners. Although we strongly agree with Fitzgerdd, our purpose is not to investigate whether re-
search results are useful or not, rather our purpose is to discuss how research and practice can be linked. Hence
we wish to complement, or enlarge, Fitzgerald' s starting point by taking changes in society at large as our point
of departure.

Knowledge and learning are two concepts forming alot of the discussions concerning our present society, as
well as present discussions of our future society. Quite afew persons, researchers, politicians, executives, intel-
lectuas and common people, argue that we live in, or are about to enter, a new, more information and knowl-
edge intensve kind of society. Among other namesthis ‘new’ society can be called the network society (Cas
tells, 1996), the talk society (Dahlbom, 2001) or the post-industrid society (Kdlinikos, 2001). We do not ar-
gue that these different labels carry exactly the same meaning, but inquiring into their affinities and differences
would lead beyond the scope of this paper. For the sake of clarity, we will adopt the term network society for
the rest of the paper. In this new society knowledge intensive areas as they are frequently referred to, such as
I'T, biotechnology, genetics and media, are areas with high status. Such areas attract capita and bright young
people and are frequently pointed out as the main vehicles for growth in society. Universities of today’ s society
are politically of the same importance for aregion as industries were in yesterday’ s industrial society. Knowl-
edge workers are the heroes aswell as role models of our time. Not only because they make alot of money,
but aso because they manifest (and possibly create) the sgn of our time. They not only create the network soci-
ety through their work, they adso know how to live agood life in this society, to harvest the benefits of the mate-
rid wedlth and the sophisticated services this society has to offer, in their public aswell asther private lives.
There are some signs of drawbacksin this life, such as cases of people becoming burned out, but in generd
knowledge workers, particularly the young, stand out as the ones leading the good life both in terms of ajob full
of simulaing challenges and arich leisure time.

At the same time, and possbly related, the interest among companies to participate in and fund research (and
not only regarding product development) is growing. A positive, open and occasionaly expectant attitude is be-
ginning to replace the earlier attitude towards research, particularly in the socia sciences, that it was esoteric and
with little, or no, practica vaue. Especidly IS Knowledge Management has been a hot topic the last years, and
ampligic dogans such as “life-long learning” are used in many discussions about society. Thispictureis of
course a bit superficid, but it corresponds to the one exposed in Castells (1996), which he arrives at after nu-
merous and in depth analyses of what he calls the network society. In this paper we will discuss a fundamental
part of anetwork society, that is, knowledge networks.

During the spring 1999 two parale activities were going on in our department, both related to the same geo-
graphicd region. One activity concerned setting up an action research project together with the largest company
in the region; the other regarded establishing some kind of IT education in the region. Two of the persons from
the company participating in the initiation of the research project were aso members of the region’s council for
higher education, and the involved researchers were participating both in the research project and in education
design and planning.

Stated in genera terms the research project was intended to investigate the problems and possibilities for busi-
ness development that the large company would have after having implemented the enterprise system SAP R/3
and ways to handle them The long-term god's of the project were to contribute to a more innovative I T-use
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through gained knowledge of I T-use and to develop organizationa forms and work routines that systemeatize the
gained knowledge of 1T-use, and hence are capable of extracting the positive potentid of it. Wewere dso in-
terested in devel oping methods that capture the practices of 1T-use, and, therefore, are cgpable of creating
knowledge of the relation between I T and business processes. These goals were to be achieved by an approach
where researchers, based on knowledge acquired through studies of 1T-use in the company, actively partici-
pated in change and development work within it.

We regarded the development of organizationd forms that systematized the gained knowledge of 1T-use espe-
cidly important as we argue that this knowledge can be transformed into an ability to sustain and further develop
the relation between I T and business processes. Thiswill be necessary for organizations to learn, as changes
both within the I T-area and many business areas continue to occur. Having this ability furthermore means that
knowledge of IT-use can be used as an important starting point for creating new opportunities to conduct busi-
ness development. The theoretica starting points of the research project are elaborated in Soderstrom & Nord-
strom (1999), and some of its results are discussed in Nordstrém, Soderstrom & Hanseth (2000).

Asit became clear that the research project would get both funding from a governmenta research program and
support from the company in question the idea arose to design an education program at the Mastersleve
founded on the questions and theories underpinning the research project. Such an education program was then
designed and received funding and actualy begun in fall 2000. It had over 60 gpplicants and we accepted 20 of
these as the program only had 20 positions. In the middle of this rather hectic period launching two projects, we
sarted to outline athird, related project — aregiond 1S knowledge network. We in this case refer to the same
small group of researchers and persons from industry working both with the research project and the Masters
education. It consisted of three researchers and three persons from the region dl working at the large company
but two of them aso members of the loca council for higher education in the region.

The regiond IS knowledge network presupposed the research project and the Masters education, and ema-
nated from reflections regarding the potentia for further development of these projects. The basic ideawas to
see the two exiting projects as assets in aregiond perspective. What would that amount to? Within the re-
search project knowledge would be produced (presumably) relevant to red, difficult and contemporary prob-
lems that companies, such asthe large regiond one, are facing. At the same time, within both our researchr
partner company and other regiona companies, there will be practitioners knowledgeable about problems faced
by companies and how to dedl with them in practice. Together these are very vauable resourcesin a Masters
education. The education could build upon the latest research results, regarding the issues of the research pro-
ject, mixed with practitioners describing how they ded with exactly those problems. This seemed like the best
possible setting for ahigh quality education. As aresult, provided of coursethat al involved persons do a good
job, the region would have a number of highly skilled individuas within certain aress of Information Systems,
both students leaving the education and practitioners working in or close to the research project.

The assumption that there are both research and education of high quality means thet, from aregiond perspec-
tive, there will be both a knowledge producing and a knowledge digtributing system in place. If this network
could be expanded to dso include large parts of or the whole regiond busnesslifein alarger network, where
knowledge and experiences are developed and exchanged, the ground for aregiona 1S knowledge network
would built. So, the next phase was to begin creating such a network.
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Creating a Regional IS Knowledge Network

Within the geographical region in question several more or lessloosely connected socia networks dready were
in place, but at the time we began creating the regiona 1S knowledge network there was no flow of IS knowi-
edge between the nodes in the network. Through one of the loca persons that had been active in the education
planning part of our work, we gained access to those networks. His ambitious footwork and enthusiasm al-
lowed us to address and ‘use’ those networks on several occasionsin our work.

First of al we presented the rough idea of a Masters education located in the region, designed for practitioners
wanting to enhance their skill and knowledge within certain areas of the IS field. The presentation was done a a
large meeting to which we had invited persons from companies in the region, the municipality and the region’s
council for higher education. About thirty persons attended the meeting. We started the meeting by introducing
ourselves, and after that we presented the research project and the idea of a Masters education located in the
region. During the latter haf of the meeting we encouraged the participants to give their view of such an educa-
tion, both in terms of content and in terms of their willingness to have employees from their company participate
in the educetion. In generd we got very postive feedback. This meeting turned out to be important dso in away
that we had not thought of beforehand. It made us known to alot of personsin the region. Thismay seem likea
small achievement, but it turned out to be very important in the continuation of the work.

After the first meeting we started to design and devel op the education in detall. It was given the name Informa-
tion Technology in Business Devel opment and Management. We decided that a requirement to apply was a
least three years working experience. In thisway we assured that the students would be practitioners. We aso
decided that it was crucid that the education was based on the same foundations and body of knowledge asthe
research project, and that research project participants (both practitioners and researchers) should participate in
the education in different ways. This made it possible to use the research results devel oped in co-operation with
the large, regiond company as study materid. After having designed the education we invited more or lessthe
same persons that participated in the first meeting to a second meeting. During this meeting we ‘ reported back’
what the new Masters education looked like, and that it would begin in the fall 2000. This was dso the gart of a
recruitment campaign in the region. In both meetings the existing loca socid networks became parts of our de-
sgn and promation of the education. So, we can say that in the beginning of the creetion of the regiond IS
knowledge network we used parts of aready existing sociad networks to form our network. Thisway of forming
socid networks corresponds to a large extent to the way described in Castells (1996).

Given that most of the accepted students have more than ten years of working experience and are workingin
different organizations, from smdl to large enterprises, the education turned out to provide an excdlent means
for disseminating research results. That so many of the sudents are quite experienced has dso meant thet re-
searchers teaching courses have had lot of opportunities to hear about and discuss the problems facing these
practitioners. We strongly believe that this knowledge and experience exchange working in both directions can
lead to the development of new research projects in the region. But the exchanges are not only working be-
tween practitioners and researchers, there has aso been alarge exchange of knowedge and experiences be-
tween students. Taken together, thisimplies that the Masters education has become a very important part of the
regiond |S knowledge network in a very short time.

At this stage of time we dtarted to redlize thet it was obvious that one research project (involving 3-4 research-
ers and one large company) and a Masters education was not enough to get aregiona IS knowledge network
going. So we arranged athird meeting for some kind of initid discusson, or ‘hearing’, upon which future co-
operdtive efforts between practitioners and researchers could be initiated. We invited the persons aready part
of the regiond |S knowledge network and severa other researchers from our department. This meeting dso
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became very successful, and its most concrete outcome, Industrid City 2.0, is briefly described in the section
“Indugtrid City 2.0 — the Network Expands’.

Two other examples of activities that have been conduced within the regiona 1S knowledge network are plan
ning and conducting both a one day conference and aworkshop. The conference was a direct result of the
many discussions we had in the network concerning the future of the region and what role I T should, or could,
have in that future. Those discussions encouraged one of the ‘“members of the network from the region to initi-
ate, co-produce and arrange a conference caled “[ The region] meetsthe future”. It was organized as a part of a
larger regiond development program funded by the European Union and called Vision 2008. Some members of
the network have aso been engaged in designing and conducting a public workshop for practitioners not par-
ticipating in the research project. During this workshop results and conclusions from the research project were
presented and discussed. Both researchers and practitioners that had been part of the research project partici-
pated in the workshop. These two activities may seem smdl and unimportant, but we believe that they are of
great importanceto ‘inject’ momentum into the regiond 1S knowledge network. They make the network and
the results of the ongoing work visible to alarger group of persons, agroup that may not have been involved or
even heard of the network before.

Some Practical Experiences

The activities described above are important building blocksin aregiond 1S knowledge network. What we
have done up to now is mainly to use parts of dready existing socid networks to establish a new network — the
regiond |S knowledge network. However, it will take afew years until it is strong enough to sugtain itsdf with-
out its creators maintaining it. It is still very dependent on these persons participating in the different activities
going on within the network.

The close co-operation between researchers and practitioners in the knowledge network has had both advan-
tages and disadvantages. The mgor advantage is that the environment has become very dynamic. Practitioners
and researchers do not aways have the same way of understanding and approaching problems and empirica
phenomeng, and this environment tends to encourage discussons in which these differences in perspectives are
contrasted againgt each other. Our experience is that these discussions have been very rewarding with respect
to the new ideas they have generated. For example, within the research project one company employee identi-
fied and reported occurrences of bricolage, atheoretical concept that he picked up during project meetings.
This gave us researchers an interegting illumination of atheoretica concept, and him (and the company) an illus-
tration that theories actudly do concern ‘the red life . During the Masters education a similar phenomenon oc-
curred. It turned out that many of the practitioners that participated in it could eesly complement and contrast
the theories discussed in lectures with their own practica experiences. Often this lead to very interesting discus-
sons among the students regarding, for instance, differences and smilarities between their companies and dis-
cussions concerning what would happen if the theories were applied to the activities of their respective com+
pany. Industrid City 2.0, which is discussed in some detail below, isathird example of how the close co-
operation between researchers and practitioners generated new ideas.

One outstanding experience of a more negative kind is the large amount of work needed to keep an endeavor
such as this one together, mainly because of the changes in some participating companies. Although there has
been a core of personsin the knowledge network, which has remained largely intact Snceits beginning, alot of
other things have changed. Among other things, this has meant that due to changes in staff and organization in
some companies we have had to spend alot of time on ‘re-sdling' the idea to both new persons and new or-
ganizationd units. For ingtance, in our efforts to establish the regiona knowledge network, three of our main col-
laborators have been our case company, the region’s council for higher education and aregiond development
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program called Vison 2008. They dl changed generd manager during the establishment period, in the case
company this even happened twice.

As the practitioners were members of the research project on the same premises as the researchers, the co-
operation between researchers and practitioners mostly has taken place during ordinary project work. Thet is,
most activities and meetings have involved both researchers and practitioners. Thisway of working is based on
some of the essentid features of the regional 1S knowledge network discussed below.

Industrial City 2.0 —the Network Expands

As sad above the third meeting between researchers and representatives from companies in the region resulted
in avery concrete outcome, the formation of a consortium including both university departments and companies.
The core of the consortium is problems, business potentias and organizationd issues concerning informetion
technology embedded in traditiona heavy industry products, and the relations embedded I T can help create be-
tween producers of these products and their customers. This consortium involves researchers from three univer-
gties, four different companies from the region and some high tech companies at the cutting edge of information
technology.

Indugtrid City 2.0 isan R&D consortium with the overal purpose of identifying and creating knowledge con-
cerning technical development and new business opportunities related to IT embedded in traditiona indudtria
products. An important part of the purposeis to find and create appropriate forms for the work of identifying
and developing knowledge. As said before, knowledge is not only created a universties, alot of knowledgeis
aso created in other settings such as at companies. Therefore the consortium is designed to be a co-operative
effort between university and industry. Please note, that thereis no Indudtriad City 1.0. The name Indudtria City
2.0 denotes a development of the traditiona industry in the region into amore technicaly advanced I'T intensve
indugtry, not version two of the consortium.

Initidly the collaboration will mainly take place in two different ways. Firdly, universty and industry will co-
operate in concrete R& D projects into which both parties bring their existing knowledge and experiences to
develop new knowledge. Secondly, exchange of experiences, both old and new ones will be facilitated through
workshops and seminars planned and conducted by researchers and practitioners together, awebsite, etc. The
ambition of the consortium is that these ways of collaboration will be further devel oped and expanded during the
work of the consortium. In addition to these two main activities there will also be activities targeted toward ac-
tors not participating in Indugtria City 2.0. The am of these activitiesis to disseminate the knowledge and ex-
periences gained to alarger group of researchers and companies. Typicd activities of thiskind are seminars,
workshops and conferences. Knowledge and experiences will dso be digtributed in handbooks, reports and
guiddines.

It isaso animportant part of the purpose of Industrid City 2.0 to support and develop knowledge that is useful
for the geographica region in question. To accomplish this, the participating companies are from the traditiona
industry, which has along tradition in the region and accordingly is very important to it. This, of course, aso
makes the consortium well grounded in the region’s business life. By incorporating these companies the consor-
tium isdso assuring itsHf that, at least, some of the existing knowledge concerning embedded I T is at the cutting
edge.

The forming of Indudtrid City 2.0 is clearly an expangon of the regiond 1S knowledge network. By desgning
this effort as a consortium it becomes a platform that is more stable than norma research projects which seldom
get funding for more than three years. The consortium is supposed to be the level above particular research and
development projects. Thisimplies that the consortium is the forum in which common interests are taken care of,
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and in which knowledge is digtributed among its members. The work of generating and developing knowledge is
done in the concrete projects initiated and supervised by the consortium. The consortium also meansthat re-
searchers and practitioners are ‘tied’ tighter to each other. Sharing the respongbility for the surviva of the con-
sortium means that researchers and practitioners have to work closer to each other than what is often the casein
Co-operative research projectsin generdl.

The Theoretical Framework: American Pragmatism

Looking at the idea of aregiona 1S knowledge network from atheoretical, or perhaps philosophical, perspec-
tiveitisobvioustha it is strongly influenced by American pragmatiam. Theideaof aregiona 1S knowledge
network is based on the pragmatist view of knowledge as closdy related to practice. That is, highlighting the
priority of the intersubjective, socia and communa dimensions of experience, language and inquiry (Berngein,
1992). By beginning to cregte the network we have produced a context in which exactly those dimensonsarein
focus. Research questions and programs are supposed to be based on problems facing practitioners that are of
ascientific value aswell, and knowledge production and distribution is viewed as the co-operative effort of re-
searchers and practitioners.

It isaso obviousthat the regiond |S knowledge network is based on the pragmatist idea of how to conduct
research. Thisideais perhaps most evident in Dewey’ s theory of inquiry which emanates from aview of man as
continuoudly trying to solve experienced problems through inquiry (Levén, 1997). According to Levén, Dewey
argues that research should be the creation of knowledge that hel ps us to escape from problem stuations. This
inquiry aways takes place within a specific context, which in our case of courseisaregion.

“The pragmatists dways emphasized how concrete inquiry is grounded in a specific exigential and cutural con
text, a gpecific lifeworld, and & the same time endeavors to transcend the limitations of context.” (Berngtein
1992, p. 834)

Thetheory of inquiry put forward by Dewey is further developed in Argyriset a (1985). They cdl their theory,
or rather research methodol ogy, action science. Action science has mainly influenced the regiond |S knowledge
network with respect to its strong emphasis on knowledge thet is actionable. It is essentid to close the loop of
knowledge development by turning the knowledge produced in the network into action. Hence, testing it under
the conditionsin which it is going to be used. However, it isimportant to underline that the emphasis on action-
able knowledge does not mean that action science rgects or regards theory as being of lessimportance. A main
property of action science is that the knowledge tested in practice aways should be part of atheory, but at the
sametimeit must be possible for people to use the theory in their practice. It is essentid to action science that
theory and practice are not separated, and that the utilization of knowledge is not separated from the theoretical
work (Levén, 1997). By designing the knowledge network we have created a context in which theory and
practice are interrelated in the same sense as they are forming a unity in action science. Since this unity isso es-
sentid to pragmatism, the knowledge network perhapsis best understood as a pragmatist way of conducting IS
research. That is, a the very core of both pragmatism and the regiona 1S knowledge network is the presuppo-
sition that research and practice are inseparable entities as they both are knowledge producing activities.

Concluding Discussion: Essential Features of a
Regional IS Knowledge Network

In this paper we have elaborated the theme of the relevance of research arguing that aregiond |S knowledge
network is an excellent opportunity for linking research and practice. We bdlieve that thislinking is like the fa-
mous coin, there are two Sdesto it. Equally important as exposing IS researchersto practiceisto expose IS
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practitionersto research. It isjust as difficult to learn the ‘true nature’ of research from reading the executive
summary in MIS Quarterly asit isto learn the *true nature’ of practice from a couple of interviews with practi-
tioners or, for instance, from some quantitative measures concerning the ratio of 1T projects that did not meet
their time schedule. Thisis not to say that we are opposed to these activities as such. However, they can only
provide smal and scattered pieces of avery large puzzle, and it isimportant that we remind oursdves of thisat
times. We have adso argued that a region may be an additiona beneficiary of research activities besides practi-
tioners, students and academia. We strongly believe that 1S knowledge can be regonally based and as such be-
come a substantia addition to aregion’s business life.

Based on both our experiences of the regiona 1S knowledge network and our theoretical framework we argue
that these networks have some essential features. However, we do not believe that the discussion below of
these featuresis a description of the ultimate am of our efforts. To usthissmply is the sum of our work thisfar.

The first and most obviousitem in alist describing aregiona knowledge network is thet the creation of knowi-
edgeisinfocus Thisiswhat it isal aout. It isimport to recognize that knowledge ‘production’ within the fidd
of designing, utilizing and managing information sysems in organizations is not under unilateral control of re-
searchers. A lot of knowledge is created in companies during their dedlings with the problems they face dally.
However, it is easy to see the difference in knowledge interest between aresearcher’ s and a practitioner’s
knowledge production. While practitioners often produce knowledge suitable for solving specific problemsin
particular settings, researchers ultimately aim to produce knowledge concerning generic problemsin generd set-
tings.

A second item on the ligt is that there must be aworking transfer of knowledge concerning IS mattersin both
directions between researchers and practitioners within the network. Researchers and practitioners have things
to tell each other. Together it is easier to see both that certain practicesillustrate or contradict certain theories
and that certain theories explain or illuminate or improve certain practices.

Third, in aregiond IS knowledge network knowledge is ditilled in collaboration between researchers and
practitioners. The specid skill of the practitioner, to know what works in practice and to solve practica prob-
lems, is combined with the essentia skill of researchers, to abstract from particularsin order to find genera ap-
plicability.

A fourth item, and of absolute necessity to ‘turn the whedls in aregiond knowledge network, isthat knowledge
is made public. Generd features of working solutions should ‘flow in the network’, and thus become accessible
both in terms of presentations of research results, in seminars or reports, and in terms of individuas with experi-
ence of the solution.

Asafifth, and find, item of importance characterizing regiond 1S knowledge networks, knowledge is turned into
action. Whatever results that become distilled through the collaboration between researchers and practitionersin
the different nodes of the network are put to use in practice. Thisisimportant to ‘close theloop’ of knowledge
production. To make sure that whatever generd features are distilled from a company’ s working solution really
are the ones producing the solution, testing is necessary. If some other company in the network attempts to util-
ize knowledge produced in the network (and reports back their results) you will get an indication whether the
solution is characterized adequately.

It isessentid that many companies and organizations are ‘ open’ to research in aregiona 1S knowledge net-
work. Open in this respect means that organizations are willing to have researchers ‘ on their premises . But
open is also a characterization of their attitude towards research. In a successful knowledge network organiza-
tions are willing to adopt research results, to test them in their own organization and to learn from them. A sus-
tainable regiond knowledge network can not be built on the existence of one research project involving one
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company. This, of course, also means that research must be open to practice in the sense that researchers are
interested in the problems practitioners encounter, and that researchers are interested in testing their resultsin
practice.

However, it isimportant to emphasize that the openness discussed above does not imply that practitioners or
companies should formulate research questions or research programs. As the ultimate aim of scienceisto de-
velop theories, the formulation of questions and programs has to be done with theory development in mind, and
it ssems unlikely that practitioners in generd have enough knowledge of science and scientific methods to ac-
complish this. Whether a problem facing practitionersis interesting from a scientific perspective therefore must
be judged by researchers. The same goes for companies and organizations adoption of research results. All re-
search results produced in the regiona 1S knowledge network will not be interesting to al companies and or-
ganizations. Whether a certain result isinteresting from a business perspective must be judged by companiesin
that business. To conclude, the co-operation between researchers and practitioners must be based on problems
of mutua interest, and it seems probable that some problems will be interesting to both parties and that some
will nat.
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