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GENERAL INFORMATION ON THE CASE

HOW THE CASE STUDY WAS CONDUCTED

The case study describes a series of acquisitions of an Information Technology Research and development unit located in Trondheim, Norway. The unit originated as a start up in Trondheim, but is now part of Comp A. The three companies involved in the case study are NOR-SEARCH Search and Transfer (startup), Adventure (first acquirer) and Comp A who acquired Adventure. The study was conducted in fall 2006. Data for the study was collected from several sources: Informal communication with members of the software development community of Trondheim, as  preparation of the study; formal interview with head of the unit,  formal interviews with 6 other middle managers (4) and software developers (2), open information on the Internet, 2 visits and observations at A NOR premises, 2 meetings and discussions with A NOR management team, various documents from Comp A and A NOR, informal communication on email with the developers. In addition an interview was made with a senior developer in a competing search company. The interviews were taped and transcribed. All respondents were male, there only being one female developer in the A NOR when the case study was carried out
. The data transcribed and written material have been analysed using the code supplied by ISF and Forba, but no software tools have been employed in this analysis. Earlier versions of the case study have been commented on by the head of the A NOR.

GENERAL OVERWIEV OF THE CASE

The companies involved, NOR-SEARCH Search and Transfer, Adventure and Comp A are (were) all Internet companies who at some point, as part of their services, offered internet information search services to the general public
. An information search service, simply called search hereafter, consists of some input unit (like a web page, toolbar or similar) were the client can start searching by typing in what information he/she is looking after. Then the service returns with a list of web-pages (hopefully) containing the wanted information. Since the amount of information identified can be rather large, there are several ways of refining the search to focus on exactly the client’s need. Further, the search also returns the information in some order (ranked), according to what the search engine deems most relevant.  Such services depend on a set of programs and hardware for storage of information commonly called search engines. Research and development of search engines have been the main product/service offered by the A NOR since its start up. 

The case describes the restructuring process originating from NOR-SEARCH Search and Transfer’s sale of its Internet Business Unit (IBU) with 30-35 developers to Adventure, followed by Comp As acquisition of Adventure and the units incorporation into Comp A with approximately 11000 employees. The restructuring processes took place in the period 2003-2006. The IBU, now known as Comp A Norway (A NOR) delivers services and products to the whole global Comp A community. 

CASE STUDY FINDINGS

Origins and history of search engines in Trondheim

In 1997 a group of students and professors at the Norwegian Technology and Science University (NTNU) in Trondheim founded a small company called NOR-SEARCH Search and Transfer (hereafter NOR-SEARCH). NOR-SEARCH’s main product is a search engine. This engine is the product of IT research conducted at the university and the people hired as developers for NOR-SEARCH are mostly students/and or graduates from NTNUs IT-department. During the period from 1997 to 2002 NOR-SEARCH attracted interest from investors and went on the stock market and expanded. The headquarter was moved from Trondheim to Oslo, but several products and services as well as software developers continued to be based in Trondheim such as NOR-SEARCH Internet Business Unit. The products and services that was moved from Trondheim was the web-search engine called “WholeWeb”, a web search engine competing with several IT-firms like Comp B, Searchmachine and Insight among others. Comp A however was not a competitor at this time since Comp A bought its searches from Comp B.  By early 2003 “WholeWeb” was one the largest search engines in the world and enabled search in 3 Billion documents, as well as News and Multi Media search services and had 800 queries per second. NOR-SEARCH got income primarily from marketing services. A simplified value chain for NOR-SEARCH could be shown below:


 Figure 1Simplified value chain for NOR-SEARCH IBU

Company and value chain re-organisation

In 2003 NOR-SEARCH management felt that the competition on general web-wide searches was too hard. It was difficult to earn money on searches and there were many search engines around. In addition to the above mentioned, Software-inc. was entering the fray and wanted its own search engine. NOR-SEARCH made a strategic decision to withdraw from the external search and concentrate on enterprise (internal) searches instead
.  

When NOR-SEARCH wanted to sell its IBU there were several interested potential buyers, among them Software-inc., Adventure and Comp A
.  Both Comp A and Adventure had visited the unit in Trondheim for technical discussions. In April 2003 NOR-SEARCH sold the IBU to Adventure for USD 70 million, while Comp A bought another search engine called Searchmachine
. 

Adventure immediately began integration of the IBU and its search engine into their own company structure and with their own search engine, Insight. However, this process was only started when Comp A took over Adventure in October 2003 at a purchase price approximately 1.6 USD Billion. Thus, in a few months Comp A had gone from lacking their own search engines to controlling three world class search engine providers: Searchmachine, Insight and “WholeWeb”. While zero search engines were too few, three search engines were too many. As the head of A NOR put it: “It was now necessary for Comp A to structure their value chain to maximize benefit by organizing its search engine groups to harvest real synergy and properly divide responsibility”
.  In the United states this was done by combining and relocating Searchmachine and Insight to Sunnyvale, California. But what about the former NOR-SEARCH IBU in Trondheim?

 Comp A wanted to do the same with the Trondheim unit as with the other two, in other words, merge them in California. Comp A offered the people in Trondheim to come to work in California with the argument that, “…we do not have engineering units outside Sunnyvale
”. However, the offer was simply rejected in Trondheim. The developers in Trondheim said they already knew about the possibilities to work in the US. Some, who wanted careers in the US, had already done so, but those in Trondheim were not interested.  The developers were simply not willing to move and as such a closing of the Trondheim operation was a distinct possibility.

Comp A sent senior executives to Trondheim to talk things over. They had already noted the level of competence of the unit, and were not interested in losing it. They wanted to keep the team of approximately 3 0 developers. A tele-conference with everyone present at a meeting was organized end October. Nobody, including the head of the unit knew what Comp A was going to decide when they entered the meeting. However, the developers in Trondheim was allowed to continue as a unit geographically located in Trondheim. From November 2003 the formerly IBU of NOR-SEARCH was incorporated as an engineering/product development/ group of Comp A Its official name became Comp A Norway (A NOR). A NOR is now a Norwegian Stock holding company owned 100% by Comp A. 

Functions and overall workflow

Overall organisation of Comp A

Comp A was started in USA in 1995 and is today one of the world’s biggest internet companies. Its homepage is the most visited page on the internet, and is present in a lot of countries all over the world. Fall 2006 Comp A had approximately 11000 employees.  In 2005 Comp A had half a billion users on a mothly basis, a revenue of USD billiom 5.3, and a profit of USD billion 3.2.
 

The overall organisation of Comp A is difficult to describe. We have not been able to obtain any orgnisational charts, nor have found any formal documents describing value chain. However, our interviews as well as visits to Comp A pages has clarified the picture. Comp A offers a set of services to internet users all over the world. A complete list of these services would be far too long to include here, but some examples are: Several different searches (shopping, local, video etc), Comp A Mail, Comp A Answers (a question and answer service), Comp A Travel, Comp A Music Unlimited, News and Somp A Hot Jobs. Law and language also forces Comp A to structure after geography, there is a Comp A Japan, Comp A Korea, Comp A Norway etc.  

Comp A as an organisation is build up around these services, or as they frequently are called: verticals. Comp A Mail is a semi-independent organisation, so is Shopping, News, HotJobs and Video. There are many verticals, approximately 200 fall 2006, and the number is likely to increase as Comp A adds new services. Around these verticals there are of course various internal business functions serving the whole corporation, like human resource, finance, engineering, research and so on. But the exact composition and lay out of the global corporation is not known to us.  

The value chain is also difficult to describe. It has no clear starting point of raw material ending up in some finished product. Comp A delivers services to end users, but most important is the fact that many, if not all of the services are free of charge for end users. You can search as much as you like on the various Comp A searches, read news, book travlels and you do not pay Comp A. Comp A does however get revenue, not form end users but from third party who pays Comp A for services. According to the annual report: “The company’s revenues are derived principally from services, which comprise marketing services for businesses and offerings to users. The companies classifies these revenues as marketing services or fees.”  Marketing services are various advertisements on the Comp A web-sites, while fees are payments that occur when a user has used Comp As services. Examples of such fees are “click through”, for example if a user has cliked on an add it generates a fee. Transaction revenues occurs if someone transacts some business employing Comp A service (booking a travel on Comp A travel).  Listing fee on the other hand, is a fee for being listed on Comp A lists
.  The value production of Comp A seems to be more of a value network than a value chain. The value creation in Comp A is the network it creates by linking its costumers and end users and allowing them to exchange goods (selling) and information.

Organising the value chain of Comp A and A NOR

Establishing a unit in Trondheim did of course not clarify the division of labour between Comp As newly acquired search engines. While the unit survived as a geographical unit it was decided that they would not work on developing Comp As general search engine: the “web searches”. Comp A decided to build its web searches around the Insight/Searchmachine technology and people. Rather A NOR was to concentrate on “category (vertical) searches”. Their main product was called SCOOTER, a “brand name” for category search platform architecture. The mission for A NOR was formulated as follows: Be a centre of excellence intensely focused to build and support a search and storage platform that enables the best in the world category search experience on the Internet.
 

This change of mission also changed the technological focus of A NOR. First there are differences in searching in structured (vertical) and not-structured (web) data. The search engine for vertical searches can employ information from how the data is structured to search, it does not have to establish filters for pornography and other unwanted information it finds like the not-structured searches have to. Further it does not have to worry about relevance (for example which of the 58 million hits on jeans is the client really interested in?) to the same degree as the web-search.  However since you are searching in different sets of data you need to build in a lot of functionality (“features”) in your search engine that enables you to search effectively in different data structures.

Thus A NOR develops now their various search engines for vertical searches and makes them available to the rest of the Comp A. Any unit of Comp A that wants to employ a search engine can integrates it into their own tasks. As one of our informants said: “Sometimes we get a thank you note from somebody in Comp A we do not know of half a year after we released something. Somebody just ‘picks up’ our work and employs it.”
 Thus, A NOR is now part of a greater network inside Comp A, where connections can be made and value created without previous planning, and without knowledge of each other. 

Further, moving from an independent provider of web-searches to part of a multinational global company changed the value chain of the unit. In its NOR-SEARCH days the developers of the “WholeWeb” offered their product directly to the external market. Standing alone it could develop whatever features it wanted, and did not have to think about how their software should be integrated into other software. Its competitors were all external, and they had to “reverse-engineer” any technology NOR-SEARCH developed. Likewise funding came to NOR-SEARCH from the end users through income from ads. Now funding comes from various verticals, which of course have their views on what A NOR should work on next. There is a continuous discussion between A NOR, funding verticals, other parts of comp A management and SCOOTER users on what tasks A NOR should work on in the future. The discussion evolves into a roadmap for A NOR, with plans for the next year and a half. While the funding verticals have formal power this is offset by A NOR’s technical knowledge and the process is described by A NOR employees as a consensus making process.

On the other hand as part of Comp A, A NOR develops a (or rather a set of) search engine for verticals anywhere within Comp A’ global company, and all their costumers are therby Comp A internal. All elements of their search engines must be compatible with all the other Comp A components/source code. Moreover, their technology is open for all of Comp A to use as they see fit. It is entirely possible that another part of Comp A could take ideas from A NOR, refine them, develop and improved search engines, and as such out-compete A NOR. A NOR of course has no intellectual property rights within Comp A. Funding for the unit now comes from Comp A global and  A NOR is not expected to generate income. A simplified value chain is shown below:


Figure 2 Simplified value chain for A NOR as part of Comp A

Functions and work tasks for A NOR

The function and work tasks for A NOR is to develop the SCOOTER search engine. This is comprising of the following
:

· Core real-time, scalable search engine 

· Crawler – for content aggregation from the web 

· SCOOTER Document Storage - for reliable, growable and cost efficient  storage of documents/web pages

· Built according to Comp A standards 

· Released within Comp A  and made available for  download and usage for any Comp A services free of charge

· The verticals  at present take responsibility for deploying and operating applications while A NOR provides general SCOOTER support.

As a metaphor it could be said that A NOR develops a set of car engines for the rest of the car company to put into its various cars. A NOR delivers the engine, while other units decide which car models should use the engine. The development of the motor is paid for jointly by all the other parts of the company.

Value chain changes for the global Comp A company from aquiring A NOR

Above we have discussed the value chain changes on NOR-SEARCH IBU/A NOR. But what effects did the aqusition of A NOR have on the rest of Comp A?  To buy Adventure and aquire search technology was a strategic decision on Comp A’s part. The major value chain change was that Comp A did not have to buy searches from their main competitor (Comp B) anymore. Thus Comp B was removed as part of Comp A’s value chain. However, as described above Comp A did not need the former NOR-SEARCH IBU unit for this because through their aquisition of Adventure they had other possible sources of search technology (former Searchmachine, former Insight). What specific impact had A NOR on the rest of Comp A?


Since Comp A is a global company with 11000 employees the effects from aquiring a unit with 30-35 developers could be said to be neglible. Large parts of Comp A have probably not noticed any changes. On the other hand there is a SCOOTER user group of 120+ engineers, interested in SCOOTER’s development. This is 3-4 times the number of people in A NOR.  So A NOR has influence on parts of the overall Comp A. There are four types of relationships between A NOR and other Comp A units:

1) Verticals funding A NOR 

2) Engineering units working on other forms of search 

3) Work Research Engineers (WRE): a unit in California working on SCOOTER-support

4) Other verticals

The verticals funding A NOR now have their own R&D unit dedicated to their own specific needs. These verticals have a say in the roadmap process in A NOR were decisions are made on what features should be developed in the next version of SCOOTER. Although  development of the roadmap is a negotiation process between A NOR and rest of Comp A, the verticals-funding obviously have influence and their influence is accepted in A NOR. Since the SCOOTER team was appointed “Comp A Super Stars in 2005” because of their performance as product developers we can assume that the products delivered are of interest for the verticals funding A NOR. We can also assume that having a unit working on verticals and dedicated to building features have shortened the product devlopment time for the verticals funding a NOR. The fact that this unit is located outside of California is most likely not much of a problem either.

The other engineering units working on search (former Searchmachine, former Insight) was combined into one engineering unit in California. While there is a division of labour between A NOR and the other types of search technology, there are also overlaps and possibilities for competition. Theoretically Comp A could let A NOR take over other types of search and vice versa. Moving web-searches from California to Trondheim is probably unlikely since it would entail a great deal of build up in Trondheim to handle web search, but the possibilities exists since with the creation of A NOR, Comp A has accepted engineering units outside of Sunnyvale. Thus the other engineering units got a potential internal competitor, and likewise A NOR now has internal competitors were it before only had external competitors.

A NOR is not the only unit in Comp A working on SCOOTER. In California there is the unit called Work Research Engineers (WRE) handling SCOOTER user-support. This unit is basically first line support for SCOOTER, and they handle most of the questions from other units in Comp A, on SCOOTER. If the questions are very difficult they forward them to A NOR. Some of the WRE team has been in Trondheim, and have had some training, but not all of them. Moreover all are in the difficult position of giving support on something they have not developed and without receiving formal training from the developers.  The WRE team has to rely on written documentation and or pose questions to A NOR in Trondheim. Their situation is also made more difficult by the geographical distance between California and Trondheim, with time zone differences. As one of the respondents described their situation
: 

Respondent: They (the WRE) are in a very difficult situation because they do not know the software as well as we do and they do not have the option of asking the people here about it… so they have to rely on documentation… 

Interviewer: So these guys in California has to sit there and defend and explain what you in Trondheim have cooked up? 

Respondent: Yes… and often we have done very stupid mistakes too…so it is easier to be here were lots of questions are filtered away and I can ask the developers directly for help.” 
Thus, at least from the WRE-team’s point of view, A NOR should have been moved to California to make their work easier. 

The fourth and final group in Comp A influenced by A NOR is “all other verticals”. SCOOTER’s products are open for all Comp A units to use and can be employed by all units interested. In august 2006 SCOOTER was employed in 60 of the approximately 200 verticals, and the number of verticals employing SCOOTER’s products is increasing. For these groups A NOR is simple a R&D unit whose results may or may not be beneficial to them. If a vertical needs some special help in tailoring SCOOTER for their use they can ask WRE for assistance. 

Changes of employment

There have been few changes in A NOR due to new ownership and reorganisation. Everybody kept their job. Loyalty to the new employer has been good, very few has left in the three years since ownership change took place.  However, some A NOR employees have left A NOR since Comp As takeover, and worse from A NOR’s point of view, they have left for Comp B. Comp B now has a research lab in Trondheim, led by the former manager of A NOR. These job changes are, according to the informants, not connected to the new owners, but are more a question of finding what those employees consider “interesting tasks”. A NOR is probably more focused when their main task is vertical searches, compared to being an ”Internett Business Unit”, since Internett business is a wider concept than vertical search. If an employee wants to develop something outside the area of vertical search, A NOR is probable not the place. These employees do not have problems getting jobs anywhere in the world, for example the former A NOR manager that started Comp B in Trondheim was also offered a position as Software-inc.’s manager of search.  

While the right technical challenge is most likely the main factor to understand why these developers change job, it is an unstated problem for A NOR and (Comp A) that Comp B at the moment is percieved as more visionary, mystic and exiting. Comp B has to some degree won the search-war for ”general searches”.  The verb in use is to “Comp B” and not to ”Comp A”. A NOR and Comp A face a problem of attractiveness, but this problem is not connected to the organisation of the value chain.

Employment structure has changed very little. In the NOR-SEARCH days almost all were male developers (SW engineer). After Comp A’s takeover the first female SW engineerer was hired,  not to do development work, but to work on documentation. A NOR is very aware of their loopsided gender structure, but claims that there are no female software developers around. To a high degree this is correct, especially duing the start up days. During the early nineties, before NOR-SEARCH was started the number of female students at computer science at NTNU fell to an all time low of 6 out of 120 students (below 5 percent) in 1996. (These students graduated in 2000- 2001). This promted the university to take several strong measures to increase the percentage of female students, among them a separate quota for female students. The system worked, and in 2005 more than 20 percent of the students were female. Around 1998-2002 however there were few candidates available, and this was the period the during which most hiring took place. However, A NOR has not made any deliberate efforts to recruit females engineers, focus has all the time been on “experience” as software developer. 

Neither has A NOR been been able to benefit from Comp A’s internal labour market. A NOR is however expanding, and hires new developers. There has been a net increase in the number of developers of 3 since Comp A’s take over. However, A NOR cannot independently decide to hire, it needs to get funding from other parts of Comp A for the additional headcounts. A NOR management has to work hard to convince the rest of the organization when expanding. As A NOR wants to expand this is an ongoing discussion between A NOR management and the funding parts of Comp A

According to all of our informants, quality of work is the same after the takeover and in some cases it has improved when compared to NOR-SEARCH period. Both NOR-SEARCH and Comp A was/ is focused on delivering products, and the work tasks were on a general level similar in both companies. The most attractive aspects of work were thereby the same in both NOR-SEARCH and Comp A, in other words: the opportunity to work with very smart co-workers (the same people to a large degree), solve interesting technical problems and develop exciting software that could be used in lots of places. Likewise, work in a global company brought several benefits seen from A NOR’s point of view. For one thing the impact of their work is larger. Software developed for Comp A is used in more places, are employed by more people and it enables more searches etc than software developed for NOR-SEARCH. For the employees working in Comp A and seeing their programs being used by the whole Comp A company also clearly confirms that their work is good, and that they belong to a “global elite of programmers”. Another bonus working in a global company is that it opens up for travels and visits to interesting places. While the developers of A NOR want to live in Trondheim, they do not mind visiting the “world”.

Furthermore, work load was perceived as heavier during the NOR-SEARCH period. Two reasons were mentioned: One, was the emphasis by the current manager of the unit that they should not work more than 40 hours per week. He had taken over some time after Comp A’s aquisition and made it very clear to everyone that 40 hours was, on average, enough. In addition he told the department leaders to ensure that everybody took their vacations, avoided overtime and so on. The emphasis on working 40 hours per week and taking their vacations were mentioned by several respondents. The second reason mentioned however had nothing to do with the Norwegian or US company culture. It was simply the fact that NOR-SEARCH was a start-up, and therefore everybody felt obliged to put in whatever extra hours they could to keep things going. It should also be noted that the work force is aging and probably not so motivated for long office hours as before. While not exactly an “old” work force, the developers are now in their thirties and not their twenties and as one of the repsondents put it: ” We started as a bunch of single nerds here in 97/98… It has been interesting to see the changes here regarding families and children. I am personally married and have children, and there has been a baby-boom here the last two years..” 
 So today most of the employees leave the office at 4 p.m. Some of them might work some unpaid overtime in the evening from home, but they do not “live” in the office anymore. A stable work environment has become more attractive to the majority of the workforce than the frantic pace as a start-up company.

Another change between NOR-SEARCH days and these days are the Comp A company’s wide regulations of HR policies with performance reviews, benefit schemes and payments. Salaries are closely connected to deliveries and are based on US- level such that while there are no extra payment for ”over-time”, but the net income is quite good. The HR-policies are considered somewhat strange from a norwegian point of view, but management claims to implement them faithfully anyway. They are to some extent considered ”bureaucratic”, but the respondents were not overburdened by bureaucracy and accepted this.

Summarised the developers at A NOR had benefited in several ways from being sold to Comp A. Those who did not feel so moved to other organizations. To stay in an organization an employee does not like does not seem to be an option for software developers at this level.

Changes of work organisation

Having been through two changes in ownership one might expect changes in the work organisation, but so far, surprisingly small changes have been experienced in the overall method of working.  A NOR continues doing the ”same as always”: building and evolving ”best of breed”  search engine. The focus is now on vertical search in contrast to web search, but the core technologies remain the same and the success criteria for a search engine remains the same: Scaleable, real-time, reliable, cost efficient/ using commodity hardware and employing free software. Work (SW development) is mainly conducted during normal Norwegian working hours, and it is self contained and not geographicaly distributed. What teamwork there is, is A NOR internal. Moreover as in the NOR-SEARCH days, A NOR developers mostly work alone (however see descrption of Agile/Scrum below), and co-working/co-developing with colleagues outside Trondheim is almost nonexistent. ”We tried to cooperate on development projects with people in Oslo in the NOR-SEARCH days and that did not work either”
. 

For the individual developers the content of the day-to-day work is largely the same as during NOR-SEARCH ownership. ”If you had seen these people and what they were doing five years ago, you would have noticed that they are doing more or less the same today and they are working in the same group. So we havent changed that much really. Even if we have been bought twice, we have kept a lot of the same structure today… most of us do what we have always been doing and if you ask me, it has been a little too static really”.

However this descrption of stability and no-change does not represent the whole picture.  While several developers support this view there are also those who claims that: ”I have changed jobs three times while working for NOR-SEARCH and Comp A... if you have worked for several years in IT and NOT changed work tasks then you have a problem….”

Looking closer there are actually several changes that have taken place, but some of them are rather subtle. Further the developers might not experience all changes, partly because the changes are slow, partly because the management of A NOR tries to shelter developers from the rest of the company. 

The first change is simply that, because of its size Comp A implies a larger information flow, and the level of information and communication for coordinating work has increased strongly since becoming part of Comp A  Managers protect developers from some of the external ”noise” by focusing their time on tasks related to engagements/planning/prioritization/integration/cooperation within Comp A A NOR Managers have telephone conferences with other parts of Comp A 1-3 times a week scheduled on California time accompanied by extensive and ongoing e-mail exchange. 

Secondly, there is now more emphasis on user support, documentation, integration and fitness for use in Comp A. This is different from the NOR-SEARCH days. In NOR-SEARCH days the developers did not need to think much about these issues, but now A NOR has established a group called ”Delivery”. The task of this group is quality assurance and testing, integration with Comp A software and documentation. This is not a development unit per se, but rather a unit that softens the sharp edges from the rest of A NOR and ensures the new software is compatible with the rest of the Comp a software. This is a major task. The first female software engineer in A NOR works in “delivery”, on documentation, not on development. Female hackers are still very rare, but A NOR experiences a need for a broader range of software engineers and was thus able to hire a woman.

Third, there is a world outside of A NOR with stakes in A NOR. The most important question is of course: ”What is the next feature/ next class of search A NOR should work on?”  There is a continous discussion between three main groups: A NOR developers, Comp A management in verticals funding A NOR and SCOOTER users in general. Comp A management defines business priorities and provides funding for developers. SCOOTER users (other parts of Comp A) submits feature requests, make suggestions and give recommendations. A NOR has their own ideas, plans and goals for further development of SCOOTER. The discussion evolves into the ”roadmap” for A NOR, with plans for the next year and a half.  

Fourth, while A NOR managerially and politically should be in a weak position compared to Comp A management this is offset by their expertise on search and its achievements in creating SCOOTER. A NOR developers all feel they have large degree of freedom in what they are working on: ”Prority is somewhat defined by US… they tell us which verticals are most important now, what features are important… but…when we try to find out what we want and compare this to what should be prioritised we manage to find a solution… we have a large degree of freedom in what we do.”
 However, according to the managers external priorities affect A NOR plans much more than 1-2 years ago, and the pressure is likely to increase. As long as A NOR manage to integrate their own wishes and external wishes they have their freedom, but what will happen the day the unit is unable to make this integration is unclear.

Fifth, A NOR has also changed its method of working since becoming part of Y. In 2005 A NOR changed its method of working  from a traditional  project model to Agile. Agile can be understood as a philosophy for program development: “… emphasizing close collaboration between the programmer team and business experts; face-to-face communication (as more efficient than written documentation); frequent delivery of new deployable business value; tight, self-organizing teams; and ways to craft the code and the team such that the inevitable requirements churn was not a crisis”
. Agile philosophy is endorsed by comp A global, and according to A NOR management this was necessary in order to schedule and track cross-team work at A NOR more properly. As can be seen from the description a company following the Agile philosophy needs to develop its own procedures for it. Of course several recipies exists, just as there are several recipies for implementing ”Just-In-Time” or other production philosophies. At A NOR the key element adopted is called Scrum. According to Wikipedia: Scrum is a lightweight agile method for software development. Scrum is named after the scrum in rugby, which is a way to restart the game after an accidental infringement. At A NOR this encompasses a system of recurrent 6 weeks planning/execution cycles. Every 6th week A NOR divided which projects to work on. A set of work packages are identified, based on input from the roadmap and from the overall backlog. The work packages are prioritised and scheduled for execution. Each workpackage is specified, designed, implemented, tested and tracked by a small team. All software developers have a meeting at 10 a.m. and at those meetings they coordinate the work packages. The team provides a weekly report of status, that is put into into A NOR weekly reports. 

Overall, while the changes may not yet have trickled down to the developers there is a large change process going on, a process that is altering A NOR in several fundamental ways. The emphasis on integration, documentation and testing is one important change, the roadmap process is yet another. Increased bureaucracy and change of work methods a third and so forth. A NORs role in Comp A is not static, it is evolving.

Skills, knowledge and learning

NOR-SEARCH originally recruited students/newly completed MSc in computers from NTNU. This is still the major educational background for developers at A NOR, although there is one with a PhD, and some with degrees from other universities. There has been few changes in the unit regarding this, it was a very specialised and highly skilled workforce before Comp A took over and they want to continue that way. A NOR is an elite, the developers there know it and want to keep it that way.

While most developers have formal education the formal education is probably not the most important hiring criteria. Education is necessary, but not sufficient to get a job at A NOR. To get a job at A NOR you must meet the A NOR standards as developers, or in other words show that you too can be part of the elite. These standards seem to be rather tacit and unwritten. One way is to do project work during the summer vacations and work on a master thesis while at A NOR. In this way the people there get to know a prospective employee and can make an assessment of him/her based on their performance there.

Learning is learning by doing. A NOR tries to put together teams of experienced and new developers, this is the major way of transfering knowledge within A NOR. And while this is not stated the new developers are in a position of learning or leave, if they do not learn quick enough they are not likely to get approval of the their peers.  And without such approval they are most likely to leave. This was the way it was done in the NOR-SEARCH days too, few changes have taken place regarding learning and skills. There is, and have always been, very little formal training, and no training outside of the Comp A system either. Within Comp A however there are various netmeetings and tech-talks where experts on some subject give a lecture followed by discussions. This is a change from the NOR-SEARCH days, NOR-SEARCH did not have anything like it.

Industrial relations and regulations

A NOR is subject to Norwegian labour laws. Employment contracts are according to Norwegian laws regulations, 37.5 hours weekly workload, 5 weeks vacation per year, tenured, normal office hours 8-16 (with individual flexibility). According to the developers the spirit of their working contracts is based on US labour law, but they are not overly concerned about their actual employment contracts. 

The individual flexibility regarding office hours is big, some developers still work a lot during night. However, due to more familiy life, aging of the workforce and so on more and more of the developers work 8-16. Kindergartens in Norway close around 1630, and since most norwegian females work too the kids are in kindergarden after their first year. 

Another right Norwegian workers have is parental leave, a total of one year for each child. The year can be split between the two parents as they want, with a minimum of 1 month for each
. During parental leave the Norwegian social security system pay the worker the same wage as before the leave, but up to a limit
. However, this limit is well below average male wages in Norway, thus a couple will lose income if the father takes a long parental leave. The predominant split in Norway is 11 months for mothers, 1 for fathers. 

At A NOR however the company pays the difference between the social security support and the actual wage. The policy has consequences, 3 developers have taken out 6 months of parental leave. Thus, even with a predominant male work force A NOR has instituted family friendly policies and will have to take parental leave into account when planning. However, nobody at A NOR seems worried about this, if employees want to take their ”daddy-leave” for some months that is according to the law and to the local norms.  

Several employees are members of the trade union for engineers/scientist, Tekna. This is a rather large trade union in Norway, and recruits lots of engineer students and graduates from NTNU. However, since A NOR is not member of any business confederation there is neither local nor central agreements between A NOR and the trade union. There is no formal worker representation, except the safety delegate mandated by norwegian labour law. The safety delegate was described as ”without any work”, but the function was established. While no statistics exists on this it would be fair to say that a passive/not-working safety delegate can be found in lot of norwegian companies, also outside the ICT sector.

Wage negotiations are thus carried out by the manager of A NOR, following standard Comp A procedures. This involves performance reviews carried out by the group leaders, a task the group leaders feel somewhat unsure about, but they carry it out any way. Of course, since A NOR entered Comp A the fall of 2003 they have not had much time to get experience on performance reviews. There were very few negative views on the subject of performance reviews, but the group leaders felt inexperienced.

 Regarding industrial legislation, including Intelectual Property Rights, no one at A NOR felt that there had been any important changes for them the last years.

Conclusions

Basic characterstisk of the case

The A NOR case is a story of acquisition of a group of IT-researchers/developers working on search engines. It is a success story for several groups. The original owner, NOR-SEARCH, sold a non-profitable business unit (NOR-SEARCH IBU), refocused the remaining organisation and expanded profitably after selling the IBU. After a short period owned by a company called Adventure  this unit ended up in Comp A, when Comp A bought Adventure. Comp A orginally wanted to incorporate the unit with other engineering groups in California, but when the unit resisted Comp A choose to keep the unit relatively independent. Comp A benefited from the acquisition because it  got a strategically important knowledge in-house, and a highly skilled group of developers. The Comp A Star Award indicates that A NOR is outperforming expectations. For the A NOR team the situation also improved, jobs were not lost, wages were not reduced, work tasks were mostly kept, there was no increase in work pace/intensity etc. Equally important, A NOR feel that the group is relatively independent in what problems thy solve. Seen from A NOR’s point of view there are very little changes, though we noted that several gradual changes are on their way and that A NOR will in the future be less independent of the rest of Comp A.

Importance of the case for WORKS research questions

The most interesting feature of the A NOR case is the amount of power a knowledgeable unit may have even in the face of a global actor. This is a case where the local negotiates successfully with the global.  A NOR said “No” to the organizational solution offered by their new owners, one of the world’s largest Internet company. More importantly they got their will. Further, as a unit within Comp A A NOR has a large degree of autonomy and negotiating power, based primarily on their skills and knowledge, but probably also because of their performance. It is of course unlikely that Comp A will accept A NOR autonomy if the unit does not perform well enough. However, as long as it is performing the unit has a large degree of freedom. Thus, in the knowledge society employees with valuable knowledge have power to shape their future.

We should however remember the overall picture of internet business. Internet business (including search) has been growing for a decade. Comp A started out in 1995 with 2 people. The world wide number of search engine developers probably is far below the world wide demand. The threat from China and India is probably limited in this setting. If the total number of search engine developers is low compared to overall demand, Comp A will be more concerned with keeping these employees than cutting cost through offshoring. Comp A is of course looking for seach engine developers in China, India and so on, but the volume of demand is so far big enough for all. In a different setting, a situation without a growing job market and demand for search engine developers knowledge on search engines would of course have limited value and cost questions would be more important.   

As far as the gender dimension is concerned A NOR is not exactly a star with its overwhelmingly male work force. Due to the gender composition of Norwegian Software developers A NOR has probably have limited opportunities for hiring females, but the unit has not exactly owerworked itself to find females or support training of female developers. However, due to its policies regarding parental leave A NOR does actually support gender equality in the homes.

Finally regarding questions of value chain restructuring, the A NOR case is a reminder that the value chain methaphor is not always appropriate to use. Comp A is an internet business, and creates value in a network, not along a chain. 

Impact of restructuring in quality of work and quality of life

The impact of restructuring in quality of work and quality of life was small and benign. This has nothing to do with Norwegian labour laws, union support or similar traditional structural or institutional functions. None of our informants have mentioned such issues. The most important reason why the impact was considered “low” was probably that A NOR had a very valuable knowledge-base that enabled them negotitate a situation were the unit could go on mostly as before.
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� She was hired after the restructuring and therefore we chose not to interview her. 


� Adventure no longer exists as an independent company.


� Extenal searches are searches in all open information, internal searches are searches within a close set of information. See appendix 1 On searches.


� At approximately this time Comp A had made a strategic decision to insource its searches, and wanted to acquire its own search engine. Previously Comp A had bought their searches from their main competitior, Comp B.


� It should be note here that NOR-SEARCH is still doing search business on enterprise searches, employees approximately 200 people in several countries, has a quarterly revenue of 30-40 USD million and a costumer base of more than 200 large enterprises. 





� Respondent 3, head of A NOR.


� Respondent 3, head of A NOR.


� COMP A 2005 Annual report.


� The description is based upon COMP A annual report 2005, p 63-64.


� Gene ral presentation of A NOR.


� Respondent 6.


� Presentation of A NOR by head of A NOR 20. august 2006


� Respondent 6


� Respondent 6.


� Respondent 7.


� Respondent 6.


� Respondent 2.


� Respondent 6.


� Respondent 5.


� From the Agile manifesto, http://www.agilealliance.org/show/2


� The last month is lost if not used by the other parent. 


� This limit is 6 times a certain figure, this figure, simply called ”basic figure”.  Allmost all limits and several payments in the Norwegian social security is multiplications of this ”basic figure”.





