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Chapter 6 
 
 
 
 
 

Conclusion 
 

The case of Novell and the openSUSE project has been an interesting study, and has provided a 

great insight into the relatively new domain of firm-sponsored communities. Approaching the 

concluding remarks of this thesis, it serves to ask: What have we learned? How can we use this 

knowledge and take it further? 

Luhmann, Star and Novell 

My first research question sought to investigate the nature of the firm (i.e. Novell) in relation to 

the external community. I have found that different understandings of this relationship are 

expressed by my informants. For example, within Novell’s US-based marketing department, there 

is an assumption that the openSUSE community is an independent network of individuals that 

control the openSUSE project: “We don’t own it. (…) So they [the community] kind of take the 

project in the direction they want to” (interview #5, 25.5.07). This description is not very 

accurate. A quick glance at the characteristics of software projects that are entirely community-

managed (O’Mahony, 2007b) will reveal that the openSUSE project does not fit the case of an 

autonomous organization, largely because the external community has had no decision-making 

rights or way to directly influence the development of the product. A second view I have 

encountered of Novell’s new organizational construction is to see the company and the 

community as entirely integrated; meaning that the external community is part of Novell and that 

Novell therefore is a “pure” open source company. In my analysis, I find that neither of these 

understandings above are true. I have found that Niklas Luhmann’s theory of autopoietic social 

systems is precise at capturing the differences between Novell and the external openSUSE 

community, as it defines these two as different types of social systems; an organizational and an 
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interactive system. Luhmann’s minimalist understanding of social systems as being based on 

communicative events is also helpful in identifying the boundaries of the active parts of the 

openSUSE community, which my informants otherwise find quite difficult to frame. To be part 

of this interactive system, no contracts are needed – only direct participation. This understanding 

fits the open source methodology well, and I therefore believe autopoietic systems theory is 

especially useful in this context. I also believe this analytical model can be generalized to the larger 

population of firm-sponsored communities, as they are likely to share similar characteristics as 

Novell and the openSUSE community in terms of dilemmas of decision-making and control. In 

addition, the emphasis on process in Luhmann’s theory provides a historical dimension that I 

believe is important to capture; if a developer contributed a patch to openSUSE once several 

months ago without having participated since, he would probably not identify himself as part of 

the active community. However, this action is part of the systems history; it is a communicative 

event that has had an impact on later communications in the system and is thus part of what 

explains the current status of the system. To return to the answer of my first research question, I 

have found that the openSUSE community is distinguished as an interactive system from 

Novell’s decision-network. The openSUSE community is not an organizational system in its own 

right, but has features that nevertheless make it a fairly stable system that has a boundary towards 

Novell in the development of the openSUSE distribution. 

The second research question addressed the connectivity between these two systems: How can 

they, despite their conflicts and differences, manage to stay united around the development of the 

openSUSE distribution? I have emphasized the role of boundary objects, shared communications 

channels and marginal people in my response to this question. The insights from previous 

research on boundary objects show how such objects can be supportive of multiple, simultaneous 

translations of interests. This knowledge has been particularly useful for explaining how potential 

difficulties in the collaboration between the organizational and interactive system are overcome. 

The solution has not been to battle disagreements on opinions and values, but provide room for 

all of them to co-exist. If a developer does not “win” in a development-dispute, the openSUSE 

Build Service will allow him to take things in his own direction, rally support and prove the 

others wrong.  

The objects are also important in explaining how they systems are “glued” together, at the same 

time as the objects maintain the distinction between the systems. The factory code base is the 

most prominent example of an object embodying this duality, as it receives focus and attention 

from all developers. It represents the latest developments and manifestation of decisions, yet at 

the same time it provides different access-levels to employees and external developers, thereby 

differentiating them. The strongest attraction exists in the openSUSE object, that unites the 

interests of all actors. It is a shared, collective object that has meaning for each group and each 
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individual. In explaining how the systems are held together, I have also emphasized the 

importance of marginal people whom actively part-take in both of them and whom are the most 

vigorous users of the shared communication channels.  

Exploring theory 

My third research question has directed me towards pushing the limits of the theoretical 

framework I have applied in this thesis, by trying to investigate what the data from my case may 

do for these theories. I will start off this theoretical summary by accounting for some of the 

unintended insights that I have stumbled over along the way of this research project. They have 

been useful for me and might be helpful for others as well. For one, it has been interesting to 

experiment with metaphors from the natural sciences, and I have found it useful to develop a 

terminology for describing the nature of organizational boundaries in terms of their level of 

permeability31. As more and more product development is following models of open innovation, 

such a vocabulary may come in handy in describing similar cases as the one of Novell. Second, I 

have found that using an iterative and dynamic research design that can be changed along the 

way, is not restricted only to qualitative methodology. The quantitative measures I initiated for 

this research project were spurred by the moment, and gave me new answers to further my 

qualitative research. With more time, I might have initiated other surveys or statistical 

investigations. I must note, however, that my quantitative escapades were quite small in stature, 

and may of course not be as easy to initiate in on a larger scale. But, I do believe that the 

evolution of information technology has made such measures easier to execute. Electronic survey-

technology exists at most universities and more and more information is available for easy access 

to analyze on-line. I therefore think researchers have an opportunity to pursue these advantages 

further to create more dynamic quantitative research designs. 

To address the theories that I have intended to explore, I will start by saying that not only has the 

case of Novell, in my opinion, done justice to Luhmann’s and Star’s theories by showing the 

value of their application, but the case has also brought some new and additional insights to these 

theories. First of all, Novell’s case shows how well they (the theories) can work together. I 

mentioned earlier that I have failed to find elements in Luhmann’s theory that adequately 

describe how social systems may be interrelated. I find that boundary objects are a promising 

supplement in this respect, and the case shows that these kinds of objects also may be situated 

between systems, as well as individuals and groups. 

This thesis has aimed at exploring Star’s objects in depth. At an early stage of the analysis I was 

mildly annoyed by the fact that this theoretical construction – which I found very useful – could 

                                                 
31 I extend my thanks to Lars Risan for this idea, and whom deserves credit for several discoveries formulated in this 
thesis. 



 Chapter 6 – conclusion 

134 

not differentiate between the position and role of the objects held in the collaboration, which 

ultimately led to my distinction of supportive- and target-objects. I have argued that the latter 

hold a strong motivating power that provides an explanation to why collaborators come together 

in the first place and how they are held together at a higher level than the social mechanics of 

translating compatible interests. To illustrate this point, I have drawn upon Emile Durkheim’s 

theory of organic solidarity to explain how social separation – that may seemingly appear as 

separation of social worlds – in fact is a separation within the same world, and that Durkheim’s 

notion of collective symbols is important for explaining how this internally diverse world stays 

together despite the separation of its consistent parts. I have also appended our knowledge of 

epistemic objects to argue that these symbolic target-objects also have a functional purpose that 

provide further motivating qualities. 

Although I have a list of theoretical features I have wanted to add to Star’s boundary objects, I do 

not criticize her theory of being inconsistent. The boundary object concept does not aim to 

explain “why” people want to collaborate or how the collaboration comes into being. It only 

describes how they actually do it. However, I believe Star’s theory should not settle with this lack 

of ambition, because I do not find that the motivation for collaboration can be separated from the 

objects themselves. Since the construction of target-objects is derived from the case in this thesis, it 

would be interesting to test its value in future research in other contexts. It would particularly be 

interesting to use this construction to research cases where multiple target-objects exist. Would 

they contribute to dividing the collaborators, by attracting followers to each of them, or would 

they work in unison at uniting them?  

In developing the theory of boundary objects, Star pointed to Robert Parker’s work on marginal 

people, which has also been very useful for this case. However, I have used this concept in a 

different sense than in Parker’s original work. Another theoretical contribution from this thesis 

may therefore be the illustration of how marginal people may represent an abundance of resources 

in collaboration. While earlier research might have put more emphasis on the inherent dilemmas 

that people with dual identities might have – belonging everywhere yet nowhere – these people 

may prove to be extremely valuable when the two worlds they inhabit are attempted to be united. 

My research has shown some strategies they have applied towards the external environment. 

Further research on this area could focus on the role they play internally, as translators, advocates, 

mediators, diplomats or maybe as entrepreneurs. While marginal people is a notion attributed to 

people where rather permanent characteristics such as race create this identity, perhaps the 

concept of marginality may be used to represent more fleeting characteristics, and determine roles 

in collaboration that represent a property that may shift when individuals move between different 

contexts of collaboration. Again, this could be an interesting direction for more studies. 
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Returning to Luhmann, I believe the discussion in this thesis shows that it is possible to 

complement this theory successfully with elements drawn from other theorists’ work. The theory 

of autopoietic social systems has several interesting features, yet it is also limited in its explanatory 

power on several areas. To name a couple, both the absence of people and normative rationality 

within Luhmann’s systems can make the theory fall short on important areas. However, I do not 

claim that any theory could be combined with Luhmann’s without scrutiny. It is certainly 

possible to criticize the attempt in this thesis to merge two theories, particularly because they 

come from quite different trains of thought. I nevertheless believe they complement each other 

successfully and may not even be as different as one might initially think. Star’s theory of 

boundary objects springs from a position closely tied to Latour’s actor-network theory, which in 

itself is a form of systems theory (Bakken & Hernes, 2003). In addition, they both operate at a 

meso-level of analysis, including both individual actions and events, and more structural macro-

phenomena. I believe that further experiments with other constellations with Luhmann’s theory 

by organizational theorists could provide interesting new insights. 

Managing openness 

In summary, what can the analysis and discussion in this thesis tell us about the problem of 

managing the tension between openness and control between the sponsor firm and the sponsored 

community? The discussion shows that it is possible to maintain and develop both control and 

openness, as these properties are organized through two different kinds of autopoietic systems 

(the organizational and interactive system). Furthermore, these systems are linked through a 

boundary, or to be more precise, a set of boundary objects. The objects allow for control to be 

maintained while they also provide a great deal of freedom and opportunities for external 

development contributions. The general lesson we may learn from these insights is that the 

chances for success of the firm-sponsored community model are strengthened when: (1) activity 

and focus shifts from internal, naturalized object to boundary objects; (2) transparency from the 

sponsor firm is followed by encouraged participation from the sponsored community on shared 

channels; (3) the group of marginal people is continuously expanded from both sides – by 

encouraging employees to communicate externally and by increasingly including external 

developers in the organizational decision-network; and (4) every possible strategy that may make 

the common target-object an individual property of everyone is pursued, through mechanisms of 

contribution that supports shared ownership. The latter may unleash the target-object’s power to 

motivate and draw collaborators tighter together. 

Novell’s transparent form of development – through using the open communication channels 

and encouraging input and discussion – has been very important for relieving some of the 

existing tension in the collaboration surrounding the openSUSE distribution. As I have shown in 

my discussion of Novell’s future perspectives, the pressure may nevertheless build up over time if 
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the situation does not continue to evolve in a direction towards more openness. Novell are aware of 

this fact and are already taking measures to ensure that the arm (that is holding the community at 

arms-length) is “shrinking”. Does this mean, then, that the firm-sponsored open source community-

model must evolve towards more openness (and thus abandon control) to survive over time? My data 

seem to indicate so, in this particular case. However, Novell’s clever maneuvering and their 

remarkable technical engineering of the Build Service technology shows that there are ways of 

devolving control in a “controlled” manner, meaning that the openness can be managed and that 

the risk is therefore minimized. Further research on the topic of firm-sponsored communities 

could therefore aim at investigating if it is possible to control openness, and whether this is the 

solution for managing communities such as these over time. If successful, this model may prove 

that facilitating open innovation – by drawing upon the best of both the commercial and open 

source software models – is possible.  
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