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Why the current interest in
knowledge management?

lntoduction

Krrowledge is at the heart of much of today's global economy, and managing knowledge
lt.:.s become vital to companies' success. (Kluge et al.zOQl, 4)

Tlrc knowledge economy is not qs yet all-conqueing, but it is weII on the way to being
so . . . it marks a major transition in the nature of economic activity. Information
teclmology, plus communications technology, are the mabling media of the new economy,
but its agents are knowledge workers. . . . The know how of such workers is the most
wluable property frrms have. (Giddens 2000, 69)

This transformation from a world largely dominated by physical resources, to a world
,lominated by knowledge, implies a shift in the locus of economic power as profound as
tlnt which occurred at the time of the industrial revolution. (Burton-Jones 1999, 3)

Thebasiceconomicresource. . . isnolongercapi ta l ,nornqtura l resources. . . ,nor
'Iabour'. . . .It is andwillbe knowledge. (Drucker 1993,7 emphasis in original)

IVe are witnessing a change'in the nature of jobs. Muscle jobs are disappearing; finger
nnd brain jobs are growing or, to put it more formally, labour-based industries have
been displaced by skill-based industries, and these in tum wiII have to be replaced by
knowledge-based industries. (Handy 1984, 4)

Knowledge is a poorly unilerstood and thus unilervalueil economic resource. (Burton-

Jones 1999, 5 emphasis added)

The real question is how can a company systematically exploit all dimensions of knowledge
and fully utilize thern to improve revenues, profits and growth. (Kluge et aL.20O1,190)

:{orv often have you read/heard statements like these in the last few years? Innumerable
:rmes, probably. These statements illustrate a number of key themes that have come to
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E C U R R E N T  I N T E R E S T  I N  K N O W L E D G E  M A N A G E M E N T

Table 1.1. Themes in the knowledge society i i terature

Key Themes

Knowledge is of central importance to advanced economies

Knowledge is key to organizational performance

Organizations & work have become more knowledge intensive

prominence during the course of the 1990s (Table 1.1). Firstly, knowledge is now the most
important and valuable resource in the advanced industrial economies. Secondly, knowl.
edge represents the most important economic asset that business organizations possess,
and that it is the prime determinant of their innovativeness and profitability. Finally, the
nature of paid employment and business organizations is changing, with an enormous
growth in the number of knowledge workers, and knowledge-intensive organizations. On
the basis of such assumptions, the contemporary explosion of interest in knowledge
management can be understood.

The sentiments embodied in the introductory statements have been so often repeated
that they have almost taken on the status of canonical statements, unquestionable truths.
A general, implicit assumption in the vast majority of articles and books that express
these sentiments is that their validity is so obvious that providing empirical evidence to
support them is not deemed necessary. Thus, for example, Burton-Jones (1999) in the
introduction to his book Knowledge Capitalism provides only the scantiest of evidence to
support the assertion that we now live in a knowledge-based society, and that knowledge
is the most important economic asset.

However, what is the empirical substance to these claims? Are they really so unques-
tionably true? Can empirical evidence be mobilized which challenges them? This chapter
takes a critical perspective to these assertions, and shows that, in a number of ways, these
claims can be challenged. This reflects the general philosophy of the book, which exam-
ines knowledge issues from a critical perspective, examining assumptions that are
tlpically unquestioned jn the knowledge management literature.

The extent to which knowledge management has become a topic of interest can be eas-
ily illustrated. Firstly, surveys show that knowledge management is a topic that an enor-
mous number of business organizations have engaged with. Secondly, the late 1990s
witnessed an exponential increase in the number of academic articles and books that deal
with knowledge management issues (see Figure 1.1). Finally, there is also evidence that
government policy-makers have engaged with this topic. Thus, a key element of 'New'

Labour's economic and social vision for the future of the UK draws on the idea of the
information/knowledge society. Many other national governments also have social and
educational policies that are similarly predicated in this future vision (Thompson et al.
2001., 924; MacKeogh 2001).

To answer the question raised by the title of the chapter, why knowledge and knowl-
edge management are currently regarded as so important, it is necessary to briefly exam-
ine the way work and society have been evolving and the way these changes have been
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C U R R E N T  I N T E R E S T  I N  K N O W L E D G E  M A N A G E M E N T

1 6 0

1990 1991 1992 1993 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998
Six-month period

tq"  ' l  1 .  The groMh in knowledge management publ icat ions ( f rom scarbrough and
s+:-  200'1 )

':,i:::zed. This will involve elaborating (and then criticizing) Daniel Bell's early 1970s
-*:,:e .rision of a 'post industrial society'. This is because either explicitly, or implicitly,

:.--. j npically provides the theoretical foundation for much of the knowledge manage-
-::-: I i terature.

-::is opening chapter has two primary functions. Firstly, it provides a general context
'. -::e growth of interest in knowledge management and, secondly, it provides an intro-

: r;ron to the themes examined in the book. The next section outlines the post-industrial

,,:,;:rt)- thesis, where the resonances with the contemporary knowledge management

-:;:ature will become apparent. A critique of post-industrial society is then developed,
':ere a nurnber of its primary arguments are challenged. Finally, the chapter concludes

:-, outlining the general aims of the book, drawing out the key themes that it will engage
.-:h, and the way they will be examined.

Knowledge society and post-industrial society

-he knowledge management literature is tlpically based on an analysis which suggests

:3at since approximately the mid-1970s, economies and society in general have become

:rore information- and knowledge-intensive, with information/knowledge-intensive
--ndustries replacing manufacturing industry as the key wealth generators (see Neef 1999,

:or example). Arguably, the main source of inspiration for this vision was, and is, Daniel

Bell's seminal book The Coming of Post-Industrial Society, which was first published in

i973. While earlier writers, notably Machlup (1962), developed a similar analysis, Bell's

l ork has provided the main inspiration for contemporary writers in the area of knowl-

edge management. As a consequence, Bell's post-industrial society and contemporary
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C U R R E N T  I N T E R E S T  I N  K N O W L E D G E  M A N A G E M E N T

Fig. 1.2. Characteristics of post-industrial society

conceptualizations of knowledge society bear more than a passing resemblance to each
other. Burton-Jones (1999, 4), for example, explicitly links his knowledge capitalism model
to Bell's thesis. Further, Bell himself has, over time, used the terms knowledge and infor-
mation societies interchangeably with the post-industrial society concept (Webster 1996).

Bell's analysis is based on a t)?ology of societies characterized by their predominant
mode of employment (Webster 1996). Thus, industrial society is characterized by an
emphasis on manufacturing and fabrication: the building of things. In post-industrial
societies, however, which are argued to evolve out of industrial societies, the service sec-
tor has replaced the manufacturing sector as the biggest source of emplo;.'rnent. One cru-
cial characteristic of Bell's post-industrial society is that knowledge and information play
a much more significant role in economic and social life than during industrial society, as
work in the service sector is argued to be signiflcantly more information- and knowledge-
intensive than industrial work. (see Fig. 1.2)

However, Bell suggests that not only has there been a quantitative increase in the role
and importance of knowledge and information, but there has also been a qualitative
change in the type of knowledge that is most important. In a post-industrial society, the-
oretical knowledge has become the most important type of knowledge. Theoretical
knowledge represents abstract knowledge and principles, which can be codified, or at
least embedded in systems of rules and frameworks for action. This is to a large extent
because for Bell, in post-industrial societies professional service work is of central import-
ance, and this t)?e of work typically involves the development, use and application of
abstract, theoretical knowledge more than manual work ever did. This relates not just to
technical knowledge, such as may be used in R&D processes, but also encompasses a large
and growing diversity of jobs which increasingly require the application and use of such
knowledge-for example, formulation of government policy, architecture, medicine,
software design, etc.

Knowledge & information
intensity of economidsocial

Growing importance
of theoretical
knowledge
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rC U R R E N T  I N T E R E S T  I N  K N O W L E D G E  M A N A G E I V I  E N T

- r I
I:t Post-industrial society
If

T :n-  + '  - : - :  : : - , 'ce and knowledge-based goods/serv ices have replaced industr ia l ,  manufactured
;pmI I , :  i :  "  :  -  I  - , . ,ea l tn generators.

l.- -:" : ' :t element of Bell 's analysis is that post-industrial societies represent an
g,i L- ::..::i orl industria] societies, as in general more wealth will be generated, and

t r  ; - _

ilri 
_

' I  
:

:-:-i-:duallr-will have better, more fulfilling jobs. In fact, there is a tendency
-: :-anism in aspects of Bell's vision, as he argues that unpleasant, repetitive jobs
-:: :n number significantly; social inequality will reduce; (all) individuals will
:::]-d a[lounts of disposable income to spend on personal services; society will

:retter plan for itself; and that social relations will become less individualistic
"-_:. greater scope tor community development and collective support

: ::rLrrrical evidence exists to support this characterization of contemporary soci-
" . ', : -. 'l1r'. statistical evidence is mobilized to show the increasing importance of serv-
: :' lfld the simu]taneous decline of manufacturing employment. Thus, statistics on
' : - ) =iollolrl-rr in the mid-1970s were argued to show that 46 per cent of it's economic
--: -: i\'as from the information sector, and 47 per cent of the total workforce was
- . -,'.d in this sector (Kumar 1995). castells (1995), in articulating his vision of a

' :'. r^ information society mobilized an impressive amount of evidence from a wide
-:'-ri economies which showed the long-term, historical shift from industry to

: - -:5. and trom goods handling to information handling work (Figure 1.3).
:::r:irical evidence on the growing skill intensity of much work also supports Bell,s

- : ' - : Zuboff (1988) suggested that advances in computer technology had the potential to
:::' ',rork more knowledge- and skill-intensive, through the potential for problem solv-

' : ,nd abstraction these technologies provide workers. This perspective is supported by
:::-,rCh conducted by Gall ie et al. (1998) in the uK in the mid-1990s, where almost
' -.:.r cent of workers surveyed reported experiencing an increase in the skilt levels of their

:. Further evidence also reinforces these conclusions (Felstead et al. 2000; NSTF 2000).
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r C U R R E N T  I N T E R E S T  I N  K N O W L E D G E  M A N A G E M E N T

However, as will be seen in the following section, the extent of this trajectory of upskilling

is questioned by a number of writers.

Overall therefore, agglegate statisticdl evidence appears to suppoft the knowledge

society/post-industrial society thesis, with Bell's analysis of the increasingly important role

of information and knowledge in all aspects of social and economic life being apparently

vindicated. Thus, one answer to the question, why is knowledge so impoltant, is that

there have been fundamental changes in the nature of economic and social life which

have seen its importance grow significantly. Howevet, Bell's thesis has been the subject of

a sustained, and not insignificant critique, much of which has relevance to the knowledge

society vision developed by contemporaly writers on knowledge management. The

following section changes focus to consider these criticisms.

A critique of the knowledge society

One of the main criticisms of the arguments made by knowledge society, or post-industrial

society theorists, is that they typically conflate knowledge work with service sector

jobs. Thus, as outlined, aggregate statistics on the size of service sector employment is

usually used to indicate the transition to a knowledge society (see Figure 1.3). However,

not all service sector work can be classified as knowledge work, as the service sector is a

residual emplognent category for all types of work which are neither manufacturing nor

agricultural. Thus the service sector encompasses an enorrnously heterogeneous range of

job types, including consultants and cleaners, marketing executives and milkmen (and

women), as well as scientists and security guards. Thus, the service sector does not repres-

ent a coherent and uniform category of employrnent. While some setvice sector work

such as consultancy, research, etc. can be classified as being knowledge-intensive, other

types of service work, such as security, office cleaning, fpst food restaurant work is low

skilled, repetitive, and routine (Thompson et al. 2001). Therefore to suggest that all

service sector employment is knowledge-intensive work does not acknowledge the reality

of much service sector work.

In the late 1 990s call centre work represented one of the largest growing employment sectors In

the UK. Predictions suggested that employment in the sector of the UK economy could account

for 2.3 per cent of the total workforce by 2003. Taylor and Bain argue that call centre work is

def ined by the ' integration of telephone and VDU technologies', where workers receive inbound,

or make outbound telephone calls. In their conclusion, Taylor and Bain summarize the character

of the call centre labour process as follows.
'the tvpical call centre operator is young, female and works in a large, open plan office or fabric-

ated building, which may well justify the white-collar factory description. Although probably full-

t ime, she is increasingly l ikely to be a part-t ime permanent employee, working complex shift

I
I

The knowledgeability of call centre work
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C U R R E N T  I N T E R E S T  I N  K N O W L E D G E  M A N A G E M E N T

:::.eTns which correspond to the peaks of customer demand. Promotion prospects and career
= I ' .ncement are l lmited so that the attract ion of better pay and condit ions in another cal l  centre
- - . .  c rove  i r res is t ib le .  In  a l l  p robab i l i t y ,  work  cons is ts  o f  an  un in te r rup ted  and end less  sequence
ni '  3 * : '  :  -  -  , : ' - ' : : ,ons with customers she never meets. She has to concentrate hard on what
P rtu*'  ;  : :  :  -*3 

"om 
page to page on a screen, making sure that the detai ls entered are accur-

is '&  r '  :  - - : -  :  -  a  ̂ 3s  sa id  the  r igh t  th ings  in  a  p leasant  manner .  The conversa t ion  ends  and as  she
: r !0 r i t - i  - :  - - :  : : se  ends  there  is  another  vo ice  in  her  headset :  The pressure  is  in tense because
!r 'r ,$ ,  -  :  , :  r-  i i  ^3' work is being measured, her speech monitored, and i t  often leaves her men_

:  : :  ,  . -3  emot ional ly  exhausted, '  (1  15)
. - -  la  -  r1999) ' "An Assembly L ine in  the Head":  work and Emplovment  Rerat ions in
.---. 'dustrial Relations Journal,3012: 101_17 .

f f t " l r  l '

t -
r -

E - f

cal centre employment involves the use of computers, and a signif icant amount of
on, mean that i t  is more knowledge-intensive than routine manufacturinq work?

:nt': . ,--i-r'. empirical evidence for the claim that employment growth in knowledge_
.r'f r-*':. , -" : ,'L:cupations has occurred is at best ambiguous. For example, taking professional
.!ir r-r :: . lro$'for knowledge work, Elias and Gregory (1994) show that there was a growth
Lr :- ::!::,lnal occupational categories in the UK during the 1990s. However, this growth
rrr c - - :r.'llrrlous, and further by I99O professional occupations still only accounted for
rLrrrr - . r--rlstclr- 20 per cent of all employment (this figure is identical to the estimate made
1r, .'.1-r 2u]0, 774) for the usA in the mid-1990s). Thompson et at. (2001) also argue
"::-.i- :::-flo\ment growth has been equally significant in more routine, and low-skilted
{ - -: i:'rns. Thus, claims that there has been a massive expansion in knowledge work,

r|- I ii-:l snott'ledge work represents the largest area of employment can be questioned as
lq -: )-merrhat exaggerated.

rl :jler aspect of the knowledge society thesis that has been criticized is the
r .. "--:.ns of theoretical knowledge over other types of knowledge (tlpically, tacit
q.- :' -:i9e and skills). An explicit example of this is Frenkel et al.'s analysis of knowledge
,,i :r '995r. In their analysis the knowledge intensity of any job can be measured on
' " :.: :-mensions, one of which is the type of knowledge used. For Frenkel et al., theoret-

; ,':l rrvledge is used as a measure of knowledge intensity, while what they call ,contex-
* -: .-lorsledge is not. However, this risks losing sight of the fact that, to some extent, all
,i r, ,S knorvledgeable work (Knights et al. 1993, 976), invorving the use of signiflcant
; * - -r.iS of tacit knowledge (Manwaring and Wood 1985; Kusterer 1978). This therefore
::rj io disputes and difficulties in defining what constitutes knowledge work,
' - ,::: rpes of workers should be classified as knowledge workers, and leads to the know_
: -:. :equired in routine, manual work being underestimated (see chapter 14 for this

- : l : l ; .

-:-;stions have also been raised regarding the way knowledge was conceptualized by Bell.
- i : lnception of theoretical knowledge as codifiable and objective draws on classical
-.:"s of scientific knowledge. However, much contemporary analysis views knowledge
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as having substantially different characteristics, being partial, tacit, subiective, and
context-dependent (see Chapters 2 and3 for these debates).

While aspects of the analytical frameworks developed by post-industrial society and
knowledge society theorists can be criticized and challenged, this does not mean that
society and economies have remained unchanged, or that every aspect of these analyses
is unfounded. Thus, it is undeniable that the last quarter of the twentieth century was a
period of profound change. For the advanced,.industrial economies there was not only a
significant change in the type of products and services produced, and the nature of work
itself, but the role of information and knowledge, in many aspects of social and economic
life, also increased substantially. However, it is arguably going too far to suggest that these
changes represent a fundamental rupture, witnessing the birth of a new type of society.
This is because while much change has occurred, there have also been significant ele-
ments of continuity---organizations remain driven by the same imperatives of accumula-
tion, and the general social relations of capitalism remains unchanged. Thus, Kumar
(1995, p. 31) suggests, 'capitalist industrialism has not been transcended, but simply
extended, deepened and perfected.'

Thus to challenge Bell's conceptualization of a post-industrial society as representing a
fundamental rupture with existing social and economic structures is not to suggest that
there has been no change. Equally, such critiques cannot be used to conclude that knowl-
edge is not important to contemporary business organizations.

Themes and perspectives

This final section of the first chapter articulates the general philosophy of this book, as
well as outlining the themes and issues examined in each chapter.

Critical perspectives

This is not intended to be a prescriptive book, providing a toolkit on how to manage
knowledge for improved organizational performance. There are plenty of books already
in existence that meet this need. The primary obiective of the book is to provide a critical
review and analysis of the key themes that underpin the subject of knowledge manage-
ment in organizations. Thus, its primary purpose is to provide readers with a rich under-
standing of the debates and diversity of perspectives that exist through drilling down
below the surface assumptions that go unquestioned in too much knowledge manage-
ment literature. This will allow an in-depth exploration of the issues underlying the
theme of knowledge management. Thus, it should make it easier for students to under-
stand what knowledge in organizations is, as well as the complex dynamics of organiza-
tional knowledge processes.

While the critique just outlined undermined the general knowledge society thesis, this
does not make studying the subject of knowledge in organizations redundant and irrelev-
ant. In fact, it makes such a task even more importantl This is because taking a critical
stance involves going beyond the taken-for-granted assumptions that remain unexplored
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D ilfilr* r:,. .: ::escriptive knowledge management literature. Undertaking such an analy-

s[N] fnq1.l*i -;::damental, and important questions, which are likely to be of perennial

r@Byngsr r -:: as rvhat is knowledge? Can it be controlled? Can it be codified? What are the

,fiir,l:=. -r,.-olr'ed in sharing it? The book therefore engages with the philosophical and
'!ffrslnr": :., =cademic literature on the subject of knowledge in organizations, and does

rurtrrr:1 - : ::-t complexity of the issues raised, by examining how they are likely to affect

r'l,lurtr t" .:'j :: inorvledge use and development in organizations. A critical perspective also

fi,io a-: ::-";ntage of exploring issues which are ignored or downplayed by the more pre-

ni:n;-r-",-. .::.rature, such as how conflict, power, and politics affect the way knowledge is

r f t ' :  -  : : rn izat ions.
-:= .:r:\ritance of examining the subject from a critical perspective is made more

[r[ir 1:ri 
'lr- 

the fact that critical perspectives have been drowned out in the enormous
'hrr.rr -: 

'':-rature 
on knowledge management that has been published since the mid-

1,i4" j".",n and Scarbrough (2001), looking back on a special issue of the loumal of
q,urr|rj::'lrilrlStudies from 1993 (Vol, 30, no. 6) on, 'Knowledge Workers and Contemporary
nli,-. -a::ons' lament that too much writing has lost the criticality that embodied much
r l-: ::rrr-rvriting on the subject. This textbook attempts to deal with this by iediscov-

' -  -  -  - - : :c  cr i t ica l  perspect ives.

(er : iTemes

- - : -::uription and critique of the knowledge society thesis raises a number of important
":n:! rthich the bookwill explore. One of the fundamental questions of interest is

: -,, :si..', rthat do we mean by the term 'knowledge'? This question will be explored in

1 :::,, -:r Chapters 2 and3. These chapters present two different and contrasting perspect-

:: - r'i rvhat knowledge is, which reflects the status of the debate in the academic literat-

, : :.s n-ill be seen in subsequent chapters, these perspectives have quite different
* : --:afions with regard to how knowledge is managed, produced, and shared.

-::atter 4 then moves on to the question of how knowledge processes in organizations

,-: ,:rflmately linked to the topic of human motivation. The chapter challenges the

. :-:rptlon that people are likely.to be willing to share their knowledge, and explores

:,',' ihis is the case. This chapter utilizes the now copious literature that argues for a

--::ier sensitivity to human and social factors.

-::apters 5 and 6 look at the dynamics of knowledge-sharing and knowledge generation
' -to distinctive types of group situation. These chapters both illustrate different aspects

: :re collective and shared nature of much organizational knowledge. Chapter 5 uses the

: lmunity of practice concept to consider the dynamics of knowledge sharing and knowl-

: rttr production in a homogeneous group context, where the people working together

,'.'e u.ell-established social relations, a significant degree of common knowledge, and a

::i5€ of collective identity. Chapter 5 closes by examining the potential dark side of com-

--.:nities of practice, which has been relatively unexplored in the communities of practice

.::rature. Chapter 6 considers knowledge processes in heterogeneous group contexts
,j:ere there are limited social relations, a limited degree of common knowledge, and a

, :iited sense of collective identity (for example in international project teams). This
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chapter shows how the dynamics of knowledge sharing and production in such a context
are significantly different from those that are typical within communities of practice.

Chapter 7 builds from some of the issues touched on in Chapter 4: how knowledge
processes are shaped by the conflict and politics that are an inherent part of organizational
Iife. In general, the chapter considers how and why knowledge and power are inextricably
linked, and specifically examines how conflicts in the development and use of knowledge
can also be linked to the fundamental character of the employment relationship.

One of the most heated debates in the knowledge management literature relates to the
role that information technology can play in processes of knowledge management,
which range from perspectives which suggest that IT can play a crucial role, to diametric-
ally opposed perspectives which argue that the nature of knowledge makes it impossible
to share knowledge electronically. In examining this debate Chapter 8 links back to issues
of epistemology, and definitions of what knowledge is, that are discussed in Chapters 2
and 3.

Chapter 9 links closely with the theme of human motivation, as it examines the way
that organizations have, and can attempt to shape, the knowledge behaviours of their
staff through developing specific HRM policies and practices, or culture management
exercises.

Chapters 10 and 11 examine the subject of learning and knowledge acquisition.
Chapter 10 examines the general concept of the learning organization, which became
popularized through the 1990s. The chapter examines the contrasting viewpoints on the
learning organization that have emerged, specifically engaging with the debate on
whether the learning organization increases opportunities for self-development or simply
represents a new method of control and exploitation. Chapter 11 examines learning and
knowledge acquisition during formal processes of innovation and R&D. This chapter
shows how these processes are shaped by the tacit and context-dependent nature of
knowledge, as well as the role played by the broader institutional context.

Chapters 12, 13, and 14 shift from being thematically focused to examining the
character and dynamics of knowledge sharing in three different types of organizational
context: knowledge-intensive flrms, global multinationals, and virtual/netr,vork organ-
izations. The reasons for examining these organizational contexts are that they link
closely to the themes and issues examined in the book, and also because they all represent
important contemporary organizational forms. The book closes in Chapter 15 by engag-
ing with the not insignificant question of whether knowledge management represents a
passing management fad.

Throughout the book extensive use is made of case study examples to illustrate the
issues discussed. These examples are dawn from two primary sources. Firstly, use is made
of the vast body of writing on knowledge management, much of which contains empir-
ical evidence on organizational experiences with knowledge management initiatives.
Secondly, use is also made of empirical evidence on seven case study companies from a
range of European countries that I was involved in researching (see Acknowledgements
for the details of these projects). Most of these companies are utilized in more than one
example. Thus, to provide an overview of where each company is used, this information
is summarized in Table 1.2.
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iraule 1.2. Chapters where personal case study examples are ut i l ized

lormn4rany name Company type Chapters where used

r

i : : -  - - l <

:  r  : a l k

Swedish-based fork
l i f t  truck company

UK-based casting
and inject ion
moulding company

Special ist,  UK-based,
international pharma-
ceutical corporation

UK pens ion  and l i fe
assurance company

UK pens ion  and l i fe
assurance company

French-based company
which  des igns  and
manufactures
mechanical connectors

Dutch-based,
international bank

. Chapter 3: autonomous business units
and the fragmented nature of the
organizational knowledge base.

r Chapter 3: an example of a successful
knowledge managemeft process based in
a practice-based perspective.

. Chapter 2: stories as a form of col lect ive
knowledge.

o Chapter 9: l inking business and knowledge
management strategies.

. Chapter 3: the contested nature of ' truth claims

. Chapter B: the dynamics of ICT mediated
communrcat|on processes.

o Chapter 5: communit ies of practice and the
structuring of work

o Chapter 6: boundary objects faci l i tat ing inter-
community interactions.

. Chapter 1 1: network-based col laboration in
system development work.

. Chapter 6: the dif f icult ies of knowledge-
sharing between commlnit ies of practice
due to epistemic dif ferences.

. Chapter 7: knowledge-hoarding as a
poli t ical strategy.

. Chapter 2: an example of a successful
knowledge management init iat ive which
uti l ized and objectivist perspective on
knowledge.

. Chapter 6: the dif f icult ies of inter-community
knowledge-sharing due to identi ty dif ferences.

. Chapter B: the problems with technological ly
centred knowledge management init iat ives.

" - -: vou, or have you been a knowledge worker? Ref lect on any work experience you have
- =: What type of knowledge was important (contextual, skil l-based knowledge, or abstract,
. - : r 'e t ica l  knowledge?).  Could the jobs you have done be descr ibed as knowledge-
-:elsive? Do they fit with the classical image of knowledge-intensive jobs? (such as
: :  -sr l tancy,  R&D work .  .  .  ) .

: . ' , -3i is your position on the knowledge society debate? Do the contemporary changes in
:::^omic and social l i fe represent a fundamentally different society, deserving the'post' prefix?

^ai uses are there for knowledge other than organizational prof i t? Draw up a l ist of uses to
- ch knowledge in organizations could be put. For example, to protect or advance the
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interesis of a particular subgroup. How many examples can you think of ? Having done this,
reflect on the extent to which there is potential for the objectives of these uses to be in
con{\ict with the orqaniza{ronat goat of rrsrng know\edge tor thre p<lrcracg purpos+ot \rcrprov\srg
organizational performance.

Alan Burton Jones (1999). Knowledge capitalism. oxford: oxford University press.

This representsE good example of a text clearly arguing in favour of the knowledge society thesis
andexaminingtheimplicationsofitfororganizationsandmanagers.

J. Swan and H. Scarbrough (2001). 'Editorial:  Knowledge Management: Concepts ano
Controversies', Journal of Management Studies, 3Bl7 : 913-21.
Provides an interesting analysis on how the knowtedge management Iiterature has evolved since
the earlv 1990s.

H. Scarbrough and J. Swan (2001). 'Explaining the Diffusion of Knowledge Management' ,  Erl t lsh
Journal of Management, 12 3-12.

Examines the growth of interest in knowledge management from the point of view of the Fads and
Fashions literature.

F Webster (19961. Theories of the Information Socr'efy(particularly ch. 3). London: Routledge. .

Provides a comprehensive description and critique of Bell's post-industrial society thesis.

I
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Epistemologies of knowledge

Chapter t has introduced the idea that increasingly knowledge is seen as representing the mosl
rnportant asset organizations possess, and that society has witnessed a significant increase in
coth the number of knowledge workers, and knowledge-intensive organizations. This begs the
'nost fundamental of questions: what is knowledge? As you may expect, however, answering it
s by no means simple. This is to a large extent because in the contemporary l iterature on knowl-
edge there are an enormous diversity of definit ions, and f rom the way knowledge is described by
Cifferent writers it is obvious that it is conceptualized in hugely divergent ways.

This section of the book explores these competing conceptualizations, in an attempt to do jus-
:rce to this debate. Rather than suggest that there is one single 'true' definit ion of what knowl-
edge is, the book reflects the fragmented nature of the contemporary debate on this topic and
cresents the differing definlt ions and descriptions. As wil l be seen, the competing conceptualiza-
: ons examined are based on fundamentallv different epistemolooies.

H 
Epistemotosy

Philosophy addressing the nature of knowledge. Concerned with questions such as: is knowledge
objective and measurable? Can knowledge be acquired or is i t  experienced? What is regarded as val id
knowledge, and why?

Just as Burrell and Morgan (1979) argued that there are two broad perspectives in the social
sciences with regard to epistemology: the positivist and anti-positivist, l there are two broad
:pistemological camps in the contemporary debate on the nature of knowledge. These two
3ompeting?) perspectives have been labelled in a range of ways by different authors (see Table 2).
fn the one side, there is what wil l be called the objectivist perspective, while on the other
s;de, with a radically different viewpoint, is what wil l be called the practice-based perspective on
<nowledge. Chapters 2 and 3 examine these perspectives in turn, examining not only how they
:onceptualize knowledge, but also how the management and sharing of knowledge is characterized,
:ased on their different assumptions about knowledge. Therefore, to best understand these

I  For a def in i t ion of  Posi t iv ism, see Ch. 2
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Table 2' Competing epistemoiogies

Author Obiectivist PersPective Practice'based PersPective

Werr and Stiernberg (2003)

Empson (2001)

Cook and Brown (1999)

McAdam and McCreedY (2000)

Scarbrough (1998)

Knowledge as theory

Knowledge as an asset

EpistemologY of Possesston
'Knowledge as truth

'Content' theory of knowledge

Knowledge as Practlce

Knowing as a Process

EpistemologY of Practice

Knowledge as socially constructeo

' Relational' view of knowledge

compet ingperspect |Ves,andtoal lowane{fect ivecompar isonof thei rd i f ferences, i t isusefu| to
read these chapters in parallel ' and consider them as being two halves of a debate'

while the practice-based perspective, as wil l be seen, islounded on a crit ique of the obiectivist

perspect ive, theobject iv is tperspect ivehasbynomeansbeenabandoned. Intermsofcontem-

poraryknowledgemanagementpract iceandana|ys is there isevidencethatbothperspect ivesare

sti l l  widely used. This therefore increases the uti l i ty of having an understanding of both perspect-

ives, and is why the book has been structured to examine them separately'

Theserepresentprobab|ythemostd i f f icu| tchapterstoread,aStheyaredeal ingwi thre lat ive|y

abstract ideas.However, theyprovideausefu l foundat iontotheissuesaddressedintheremaln-

der of the book. Therefore a thorough grasp of these issues should facil i tate a deeper under-

standing of what follows'



#ffiffi
The objectivist perspective on
knowledge

What is knowledge?

IVhat is knowledge represents one of the most fundamental questions that humanity has
grappled with, and has occupied the minds of philosophers for centuries. 'thus 

while the
contemporary explosion of interest in knowledge management has reignited interest in
the topic, it is by no means a new or original question. Furthermore, even in contempor-
ary times, interest in the topic of knowledge stems from more than the growth of interest in
knowledge management. For example, post-modern philosophy has raised questions about
the assumed objectivity of knowledge, and in the process has sparked an enormous debate.

More relevant to the purposes of this book than engaging with historicar and philo_
sophical analyses of how definitions of knowledge have changed and evorved, is to
engage with and describe contemporary conceptualizations of knowledge with the
objective of reflecting on their utility and value. Therefore, after quickly distinguishing
between data, information, and knowledge, the rest of this ct a ter concen*ates on
eramining the objectivist epistemology of knowledge, as it providei the basis to a sub_
stantial proportion of the contemporary knowledge management riterature.

A useful way of arriving at a definition of what knowledge is can be achieved by differ-
entiating it from what it is not. one of the most common distinctions in the contempor-
arv knowledge literature is between knowredge, information, and data. Data can be
defined as raw number, images, words, sounds which are derived from observation or
rrreasurement. For example, data could be the raw numbers, and replies from a marketing
t'lrvey of a company's clients, aimed at establishing their changing preferences.
i'tformation, in comparison, represents data arranged in a meaningfur pattern, data where
:ome intellectual input has been added. For example, where the raw data from the mar_
ieting survey has been analysed using a specific statistical technique, to produce some
)tructured results.

Finally, knowledge canbe understood to emerge from the application, analysis, and pro_
ductive use of data and/or information. In other words, knowledge can be seen as data or
:ntormation with a further layer of intellectual analysis added, where it is interpreted,
neaning is attached, and is structured and linked with existing systems of beliefs and
:odies of knowledge. Knowledge therefore provides the means to analyse and understand
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data/information, provides beliefs about the causality of events/actions, and provides the

basis to guide meaningful action/thought. Thus, for example, knowledge is used and

developed when the analysis of the statistical results from the marketing survey are done'

This may be where the results are compared and contrasted with previous surveys, where

particular causal relations and systems of meaning are inferred (for example, maybe those

between 18 and 25 years of age have quite speciflc attitudes towards consumption), and

where the analysis of the results is used to luitify a specific course of action (for example,

focus the marketing of the product on the 18-25 age category).

Data o Information . Knowledge

Data Rawimages,numbers,words,soundsetc. ,whichresul t f romobservat ionormeasurement .

lnformation Data arranged or organized into a meaningful pattern

Knowledge Meanstoanalyse/understandinformat ion/data,bel ie faboutcausal i tyofevents/act ions,and
provides the basis to guide meaningful action and thought.

Foltowing the above definitions, one common way that data, information, and knowl-

edge are intepelated is in a hierarchical structure, whete the relationship is primarily uni-

directional, with data supporting the generation of information, which is in turn used to

generate knowledge. However, the interrelationship between these elements is much

more complicated than this. While data and information can provide the building blocks

of knowledge, equally knowledge can be used to generate data and information, therefore

the relationship between them is dynamic and interactive, rather than simply unidirec-

tional. Further, the knowledge we possess shapes the type of informationldata we collect,

and the way it is analysed. Thus people with different knowledge bases may develop

different interpretations of the significance of the same events/results. Examples of such

situations include: competing political parties analysing, post-hoc, election results; differing

interpretations of why a new product release did not generate anticipated revenue levels;

different interpretations of the results of a marketing suryey.

Try and think of an organizational si tuation you have been in where dif ferent people have developed

divergent interpretat ions of specif ic events, act ions, or circumstances? What was the basis of these

differences? Can these dif ferences be part ly or wholly attr ibuted to the dif ferent knowledge bases,

and values of the relevant individuals?

Objectivist perspectives on knowledge

While the previous section established a broad, and general definition of knowledge, this

deflnition said little about what knowledge is actually like, and what its characteristic

properties are. To do this it is necessary to examine in detail different epistemological
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Table 2.1. The objectivist character of knowledge

Character of knowledge from an objectivist epistemology

Knowledge is an entity/object

Based on a posit ivist ic phi losophy: knowledge regarded as oblective ' facts'

Expl ici t  knowledge (objective) privi leged over tacit  knowledge (subjective)

Knowledge is derived from an intel lectual process

perspectives on knowledge. The rest of this chapter describes the objectivist epistemology
of knowledge (see Table 2.1), outlining both the way it characterizes knowledge, and how
it conceptualizes the sharing of knowledge. Cook and Brown (1999) refer to this perspec-
tive as the 'epistemology of possession'as knowledge is regarded as an entity that people or
qroups possess.

The entitative character of knowledge represents its primary characteristic from the
rbiectivist perspective. Knowledge is regarded as an entity/commodity that people pos-
sess, but which can exist independently of people in a codifiable form. such knowledge
;an exist in a number of forms including documents, diagrams, computer systems/ or be

"mbedded in physical artefacts such as machinery or tools. Thus, for example, a text-
:ased manual of computer-operating procedures, whether in the form of a document,
t-D, or web page, represents a form of explicit knowledge. From the objectivist perspective,
::e idea that explicit knowledge can exist in a textual form stems from a number of assump-
:ons about the nature of language, including that language has fixed and objective mean-
':'lqs, and that there is a direct equivalence between words, and that which they denote.

.\ further assumption about the nature of knowledge is that it is regarded as obiective.
-:e assumption is that it is possible to develop a type of knowledge and understanding
::at is free from individual subjectivity. This represents what McAdam and McCreedy
l'-tfJO) described as the'knowledge is truth'perspective, where explicit knowledge is seen
:: equivalent to a canonical body of scientific facts and laws which are consistent across
:"*-tures and time. These ideas are deeply rooted in the philosophy of positivism, the idea
:-:trt the social world can be studied 'scientifically', i.e. that social phenomena can be
:.::ntified and measured, that general laws and principles be established, and that object-
',: snolvledge is produced as a result.

Et Positivism
II
, l rr /rL :  Comte, a nineteenth-century French phi losopher, founded what is now cal led Posit ivism. Durkheim
i l ' i i : : ' JUab ly the f i rs t to t rans la te these ideas in to therea lmof  soc io logy .Durkhe imwasconcernedto
n;r:  : lc iology into a science, and advocated the use of posit ivist ic phi losophy. This phi losophy assumes
lT ir '  : :Jse and effect can be establ ished between social phenomena through the use of observation and
i r * r . - ;  andtha tgenera l  laws and pr inc ip les  can be  es tab l i shed.These genera l  laws and pr inc ip les

: r - i:;-te objective knowledge.

1 .

2 .

3 .

4 .

6\ - l-CCs
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The third key element of the objectivist epistemology is that it privileges explicit knowl-
edge over tacit knowledge (see the following section for a definition and description of
tacit and explicit knowledge). Primarily, explicit knowledge is regarded as equivalent to
obiective knowledge. Tacit knowledge on the other hand-knowledge which is difficult to
articulate in an explicit form-is regarded as more informal, less rigorous, and highly sub-
jective, being embedded within the cultural values and assumptions of those who possess
and use it (Sayer 1992). Nonaka et al. (2000); for example, make this explicit by suggesting
that, 'explicit knowledge can be expressed in formal and systematic language and shared in
the form of data, scientific formulae. . . . In contrast, tacit knowledge is highty personal.
. . . Subjective insights, intuitions and hunches fall into this category of knowledge,'

The final maior assumption is that knowledge is regarded as primarily a cognitive, intel-
lectual entity (but which is ultimately codifiable). As Cook and Brown (1999, 384) sug-
gest, knowledge, 'is something that is held in the head'. From this perspective, the
development and production of knowledge comes from a process of intellectual reflec-
tion (individual or collective), and is primarily a cognitive process.

One of the most well-known exemplars of this perspective in the contemporary know-
ledge literature is the body of work produced by Nonaka and his colleagues (Nonaka 1994;
Nonaka and Takeuchi 1995; Nonaka et al. 2000). While Nonaka et al. view knowledge as
dynamic rather than static, with new knowledge being continually created through a dia-
logue between tacit and explicit knowledge (through their four widely articulated methods
of knowledge conversion), ultimately they conceptualize knowledge as an entity that
individuals possess. More straightforward exemplars are economic based analyses of
knowledge, such as Szulanski (1996) and Glazer (1998), both of whom base their analysis
on the foundational assumption that knowledge represents a commodity/entity.

Glazer's article provides a number of indicators that it is based on a positivistic philos-
ophy, and has an entitative view of knowledge. For example, this is reflected in the object-
ive of the article, which is to facilitate efforts to 'develop reliable and valid measures of
knowledge' (176, emphasis added). Further, it also locates itself in a tradition of 'scientific

research'(176), and talks about considering, 'knowledge as a "commodity'' (!76). Finally,
it concludes in optimistic tones by challenging the pessimism that suggests that attempts
to develop measures'of knowledge are flawed and misguided, and that the difficulties in
doing this are surmountable.

Typologies of knowledge

Based on these epistemological foundations, the vast majority of the contemporary
knowledge literature then progresses by developing typologies that distinguish between
fundamentally different tlpes of knowledge. Two of the most common distinctions
made, which are examined here are between tacit and explicit knowledge, and individual
and collective knowledge.

Tacit and explicit knowledge

The tacit-explicit dichotomy is largely ubiquitous in analyses into the characteristics
of organizational knowledge. Explicit knowledge, from an objectivist perspective, is
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Table 2.2. The characterist ics of tacit  and expl ici t  knowreoqe

Tacit knowledge Explicit knowledge

EV,

lnexpressible in a codif iable form

Subjective

Personal

Context specif ic

Diff icult  to share

codif iable

objective

impersonal '

context independenl

easy to share

i -'aonymous with obiective knowledge, as outlined in Table 2.2. Thetefore, it is unneces-
''::1-to restate in detail its characteristics. Suffice to say that explicit knowledge is regarded
:: trbis6fivs, standing above and separate from both individual and social value systems
-::-d secondly that it can be codified into a tangible form.

iacit knowledge on the other hand represents knowredge that people possess, buta::.jch is inexpressible. It incorporates both physical/cognitive skills t*.f, u, il#r;;
-iqle, to do mental arithmetic, to weld, or to create a successful advertising srogan), and- : initive frameworks (such as the value systems that people possess). The main charac-::::stics of tacit knowledge are therefore that it is personal, and is difficult, if not impos_

' ':'e to disembody and codify. This is because tacit knowledge may not only be difficult
: _ articulate, it may even be subconscious (see Table 2.2).

lhis distinction between tacit and explicit knowredge is by no means unique to the' :'ecfivist epistemology of knowledge, but the specific way that the distinction is theor_-:d rvithin this perspective is quite particular. Importantly, as will be seen later in the-: jpter, some major implications flow from this depiction of the dichotomy in terms of----: Iray knowledge-sharing processes are conceptualized. within the objectivist epi-.=nological framework there is an ,either/or, logic to the dichotomy, with knowledge ,-':ically being regarded as either tacit or explicit. This characte rizationof the dichoto-y Ii :-rplicit in the following quotation, 'ft]here are two types of knowledge: expricit t ro*t_ l
:'rfe .nd tacit knowledge' (Nonaka et al. 2000). Thus from this perspective tacit and: '-riicit knowledge do not represent the extremes of a spectrum, but instead ,"pr.rart 

l
*\ :' pure and separate forms of knowledge.

' rpicaily, this polarized dichotomy is argued to be based on the work of Michael
: ' 'anr.i (1958, 1983). Nonaka, for example, makes this reference explicit. However, as will:t >hown in chapter 3, there is another, distinctly different interpretation of polanyi,s

::i. r'hich questions this conceptu arizationof the tacit-explicit Ji.ho,o-y.

rdividual-group knowledge

' ..-le \onaka argues that knowledge can only ever exist at the level of the individual,
:'---: idea is disputed by a range of other writers. These writers argue that while muchn.-' - -'rledge does reside within individuals, there is a sense in which knowtedge can reside
- ;'-'cial groups. This insight is used as the basis for a further dichotomy of knowledge*:':s: into individual and group/social level knowledge. one of the most weil_known
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Table 2.3. Generic knowledge types
(adapted from Spender 1996)

lndividual Social

Explicit

Tacit

Conscious Objectif ied

Automatic " Collective

advocates of such a perspective is Spender (1996), who combined the tacit-explicit
dichotomy, with the individual-group dichotomy to produce a two by two matrix with
four generic types of knowledge (Table 2.3).

Examining social/group knowledge at the organizational level objectifierl knowledge
represents explicit group knowledge, for example a documented system of rules, operat-
ing procedures, or formalized otganizational routines. Collective knowledge on the other
trand represents tacit group knowledge, knowledge possessed by a group that is not codi-
fied. Examples of this include informal organizational routines and ways of working, sto-
ries, and shared systems of understanding. For example, the value systems that people
possess have a collective element, as they are related to values and ideas that circulate
within the particular social milieu that people work within. The massive expansion of the
culture management industry that has occurred since the mid-1980s, which attempts to
inculcate specific value systems within organizations, suggests that there is an optimism
amongst organizational management that such shared systems of values can be developed.

Distrusting large consultancies: stories as a form of collective
(tacit-group) knowledge

Castco is a relatively small UK-based company that produces specialist castings and injection mould-
ings for a range of industrial sectors. To improve the sharing of knowledge and information between
divisions, it implemented a common, corporate-wide information management system. However, in
the process of selecting a consulting company to help them with this project, all of the major, inter-
national consulting companies were explicit ly, and deliberately excluded from the bidding process.

The same reasons for this exclusion were made by a number of the staff who were inter-
viewed-there was a general mistrust/dislike of the 'big' consultants as they were arguedio sell
large-scale Business Process Re-engineering solutions, and were also extremelv exoensive.
These attitudes and values were part of the prevail ing organizational culture, as they were relat-
ively independent of the direct, personal experiences of the project staff. These attrtudes were
espoused quite consistently by different project team members, even though none of them had
personally worked wjth these large consulting firms. These cultural values appeared to circulate
through Castco in the form of stories, which diff used through processes of socialization and com-
munication. Stories were therefore a visible manifestation of the cultural values towards consult-
ants. Thus stories can act as important repositories of knowledge, and represent a form of
collective knowledge, which is widely shared, but relativelv tacit in nature.
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ls i t  appropriate to refer to storles as a form of col lect ive knowledge? While stories have a col lect lve

element, being shared by a range of people, such knowledge is ult imately possessed by people' who

may have quite dif ferent interpretat ions of the same story

W h a t s c o p e d o m a n a g e m e n t i n a n o r g a n i z a t i o n h a v e t o s h a p e , o r c h a n g e t h e s t o r i e s t h a t c r r c u I a t e
within organrzatrons?

However, the organizational context is by no means the only level at which group

knowledge can exist. one specific, mole miclolevel type of collective knowledge that is

increasingly being referred to is that possessed and held within communities of practice

(seeChapter5) 'Atamolemaclo level ,Lam(] .997)alsofoundthat thenat ionalcul tu la l

context could play an important role in shaping the nature of olganizational knowledge'

She examined the sharing of knowledse between Japanese and UK divisions within a

multinational corpolation and found that what she referred to as the 'social embedded-

ness of knowledge' made these processes complicated and extlemely time-consuming'

Primarily, signif,cant differences existed between theJapanese and UK divisions involved

in the joint venture in: the dominant type of knowledge; the degree of tacitness of this

knowiedge; the distribution of knowledge within the olganization; and the knowledge-

sharing mechanisms typically utilized. Lam attributed these significant differences to the

different societal settings in which the two divisions operated'

Do you have any experiences of having to share knowledge with people of dif ferent national l t ies?

was this process dif f  icult /easy? were there any notrceable dif ferences in the nature of the

knowledge, or the values underlying i t  between those involved in the process? l f  they existed' did

these dif ferences complicate the sharing of knowledge?

An objectivist perspective on the sharing and

management of knowledge

Having examined both the fundamental character of knowledge, and the way knowledge

can be categorized into different t)?es, the final section of this chapter examines the

implications of these ideas for the sharing and management of knowledge' This section

beginsbymakingexpl ic i t thegeneralmodelofknowledge.shar ingwhichf lowsfrom

objectivist assumptions regarding knowledge, before concluding by outlining the way

knowledge management processes are characterized'

Conduit model of knowledge-sharing

Based on the strict dichotomy on which the objectivist pelspective is founded, where

tacit and explicit knowledge are regarded as distinctive and separate tlpes of knowledge

with quite specific characteristics, the sharing of tacit and explicit knowledge is also
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regarded as being fundamentally different. From this perspective, while the sharing of
tacit knowledge is acknowledged to be difficult, complex, and time-consuming, the shar-
ing of explicit knowledge by contrast is regarded as relatively straightforward. The diffi
culties involved in sharing tacit knowledge, and the nature of such processes are not
typically central to objectivist models of knowledge-sharing. These issues are therefore not
examined here. Instead, they are considered in Chapter 3, as the sharing of tacit knowl-
edge is a more fundamental element of the practice-based perspective on knowledge.

The privileging of explicit over tacit knowledge, which represents one of the distin-
guishing characteristics of the objectivist perspective, becomes apparent as the knowledge-
sharing model underpinning the objectivist perspective focuses almost exclusively on
explicit knowledge. From the objectivist perspective, the easy transferability of explicit
knowledge represents one of its defining characteristics. For example, Grant (1996, 17I)
suggests that,'explicit knowledge is revealed by its communication. This ease of commun-
ication is its fundamental property.'

This straightforward communicability of explicit knowledge is intimately related to the
assumptions, outlined earlier concerning the nature of language, and the idea that
explicit knowledge can be codified into a textual form.

The sharing of (explicit) knowledge represents what has been referred to as the conduit
or transmitter/receiver model (see Figure 2.1). This model suggests that knowledge is
shared by the transferral of explicit, codified knowledge (in the form of text, a diagram, or
an electronic document, etc.) from an isolated sender, to a separate receiver. The
metaphor of knowledge-sharing as being similar to the posting of a letter is thus appro-
priate. The idea behind this model is that the sender, in isolation from the receiver, can
produce some wholly explicit knowledge, and then transfer it remotely to the receiver.
The receiver then takes this knowledge and is able to understand it and use it without any
other form of interaction with the sender. Further, it is assumed that no important aspects
of this explicit knowledge are lost in the transfer process, and that both sender and
receiver derive the same meaning from the knowledge.

Szulanski (1996) is a good example of an article based on such assumptions. It examines
the importance and difficulty of sharing knowledge within organizations, let alone between
organizations. Szulanski concludes that the 'internal stickiness' of organizational knowledge
is nof caused by a lack of motivation on the part of the sender or receiver, but is most typically
due to the character of the knowledge being transferred and the context of the transfer.
While it is acknowledged that most organizational knowledge has tacit components, and
can be embedded in organizational routines, it is suggested that knowledge-sharing
involves, 'the exchange of organizational knowledge between a source and a recipient'
(L996, z8), which indicates its basis in the conduit model of knowledge-sharing.

Where the sharing and management of tacit knowledge is considered from the
objectivist perspective, the focus is on converting taclt knowledge to explicit knowledge

Fig.  2,1.  The condui t  model  of  knowledge-shar ing
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\rhat Nonaka et al. refer to as'extemalization'), rather than the direct sharing of tacit knowl-

:dge. Further, there is a generally optimistic assumption that much tacit knowledge can be,

It least partiatly, converted into an explicit form. This means that the difficulties of sharing

:acit knowledge can be ignored or dorvnplayed, because once tacit knowledge has been

:.rade explicit it is regarded as being relatively straightforward to then share and manage it.

Knowledge management processes

iuilding from these assumptions regarding the sharing of knowledge, we can now exam-

.::e the nature of knowledge management processes from an objectivist perspective

.zb\e 2.4). The starting point is the processes of codifying relevant knowledge, convert-

.''i tacit to explicit knowledge. From this perspective there is an acknowledgement that

::.:ch organizational knowledge maybe tacit. But this is accompanied by an optimism that

: -s possible to convert much of this knowledge to an explicit form. For example, while

, , .rhe assembly instructions for putting together a cart or all the stages in a telesales

-'rsromer interaction may not be totally explicit, with effort and work it is assumed to be pos-

r.. to make all this knowledge explicit, and codify it into a complete set of instructiQns/

* ,:r' of knowledge. This can be achieved by getting relevant workers to articulate all their

" - - :,,rledge about such processes, making explicit all the assumptions, behaviours, and

- -:-:)ns they utilize in accomplishing the task being examined. Thus, the first stage in any

, . :',., iedge management initiative, from this perspective, is to identify what knowledge is

:.:.rrtant and then make it explicit.

: : :11 an example of tacit  knowledge that you possess. To what extent could this knowledge be

=:: l  into an expl ici t  form? Could i t  be codif ied such that someone else could ut i l ize i t? Further,

=.:,  and how t ime-consuming is this process l ikely to be?

- 
. nert stage in the knowledge management process involves collecting all the codi-

1 , , rit f n-l€dge together into a central repository, and then structuring it in a systematic
iLi i :: rrake it easily accessible to others. Thus, for example, the knowledge may be

Table2.4. An objectivist perspective on knowledge
manaqement

Knowledge management: objectivist perspective

. Convert tacit  to expl ici t  knowledge

r Codif icat ion/capture of relevant knowledge

o Collect knowledge in central repository

o Structure/systematize knowledge (into discrete categories)

o Technology plays a key role
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Table 2.5. Priori t ies of ongoing knowledge management projects
(adapted from Chart 2, Ruggles 1998, 83.)

Knowledge management project priorities % of respondents

Create an intranet

Data warehousing/Create knowledge repositories

I mplementing decision-support tools

lmplementing groupware

collected in a central database, where it is not only stored, but also categorized, indexed,

and cross-referenced. The importance of doing this effectively is related to the final part

of the knowledge management process: making this knowledge accessible to all people

who may want to use it. One of the primary rationales for organizations managing their

knowledge is to allow knowledge to be more widely and effectively shared within organ-

izations (so that 'best practices' can be shared, etc.). This makes organizing knowledge,

and making it accessible, equally as important as the codification/conversion stage.

Finally, technology typically plays a key role in knowledge management processes util-

izing the oblectivist perspective. For example, technology can play an important role in

almost every element of the knowledge management process. First, it can provide a repos-

itory (for example databases). Secondly, it can play a role in the organizing of knowledge

(for example with electronic cross-referencing systems). Finally, it can provide conduits

and mechanisms through which knowledge can be transferred into, or extracted ftom, a

central repository (for example through an intranet system or search engine). The role of

technology in knowledge management processes is examined more fully in Chapter 8.

These characteristics are visible in the majority of the earliest knowledge management

initiatives. For example, Ruggles (1998) reports the findings of a survey of 431 US and

European companies. The emphasis of these initiatives was heavily technological (the top

four reported priorities of these projects all had a significant technological element), con-

ceptualizing knowledge as a codifiable asset, and focusing on the codification, storage,

and making accessible this codified knowledge (see Table 2.5). Management Review

(Management Review & AMA, 1999) reports on a survey of 1600 US managers conducted

int998l9, and reached similar conclusions. In this survey the top priorities were: (1) iden-

tify useful information; (2) establish repositories and retrieval systems; (3) gather know-

ledge from customers; and (4) create and maintain employee talent.

Globalbank: an objectivist approach to knowledge management

Globalbank is a Dutch-based, globally dispersed bank. From the mid-1 990s onwards it invested

significantly in intranet technologies, as this was perceived as facil i tating the sharing of know-

ledge across divisions. One specific intranet.based knowledge management system which was

ultimately successful, was developed by the lT support function.

47
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I obalbank's lT function was enormous, employing 1500 staff in Amsterdam, where i t  was

-'- : 'ed, and approximately 5000 staff worldwide. There was felt  to be a signif icant need for a
-: , ' r ledge management system, to support lT staff,  as staff were typical ly widely dispersed,

: : - ^  geograph ica l l y  and d iv is iona l l y ,  and were  invo lved in  do ing  s imi la r  tasks  fo r  d i f fe ren t  d iv i -
'  - :  The objectivist assumptions regarding knowledge were apparent in a number of ways.
: - . :  y, in terms of knowledge, the project team had an enti tat ive conception of knowledge, which

:: spparent from the assumption that relevant knowledge could be codif ied. Secondly, there

== a large technological emphasis to the project, with i t  being assumed that the knowledge
- :^ had been codif ied could be stored in databases l inked to an intranet system. A signif icant

. -  : ' the  in t ranet  p ro jec t  team's  work  was a lso  concerned w i th  ca tegor iz ing  th is  knowledge

. - 
;  an indexing system which made i t  easy for staff  to f ind and access what they were looking

'.- :  
"al ly, with regards to knowledge-sharing, the project exempli f ied the transmitter-receiver

. :  -  : f  the objectivist perspective: knowledge-sharing happened through staff f i rst ly codifying
-=  -  . ^owledge,  pu t t ing  i t  in  the  da tabase,  where  o ther  s ta f f  wou ld  then be  ab le  to  access  and
" : :  :  without a need to personally interact together.

- - :e the system had been developed and implemented i t  was deemed relat ively successful,
'  ,  -  ." '  in the lT support function made frequent use of the system, and found i t  to be hel 'pful in
- : - . " c r k .

-- :-rn systems what happens to any knowledge which cannot be codif ied?

: :- : :ess of such intranet-based knowledge management systems is dependent upon people
- 
= . ' .  ing to codify and store their knowledge. Are workers typical ly l ikely to be wil l ing to do this?

- - L, what can management do to motivate workers to part icipate in such processes?

-, t ever, as the following chapters show, this characterization of knowledge manage-
- ::": has been the subject of a growing critique, both in terms of the way knowledge is

:.ptualized (see Chapter 3), and also in terms of issues which are downplayed and
.tted in knowledge management processes (see Chapters 4-9, the'Issues' section of
: ' :okt .

:ipter 3, for example, suggests that the obiectivist framework underestimates the
: -: to \rhich knowledge is embodied (tacit), embedded (context dependent), and sub-

:,'" e , value laden). Further, Chapters 4-9 consider how issues such as human motiva-
:'olitics, and personal identity require to be taken account of in attempting to

,:e knowledge. Therefore, as the book progresses, the somewhat simplistic model of
' -=dge management characterized here will be challenged.

Condusion

n i

::rapter has examined the objectivist perspective on knowledge and knowledge
:i-nent. The key elements to this perspective can be summarized as follows:

' :ased on a positivistic philosophy.

:;';.edge is assumed to be codifiable and objective.

: ,
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. Knowledge is regarded as a discrete entity-something we possess and can make explicit.

. Tacit and explicit knowledge are assumed to be separate and distinctive types of knowledge.

r Explicit knowledge (which is characterized as being objective) is privileged over tacit

knowledge (which is characterized as being personal and subjective).

r Knowledge-sharing is based on a'transmitter-receiver' model.

. KnowledSe management initiatives emphasize the codification of knowledge.

. The role of technology in knowledge management initiatives is regarded as key.

This perspective represents one of the two dominant conceptualizations of knowledge,

and knowledge management in the contemporary literature on the subject. Chapter 3

changes focus to examine the second, totally different perspective on knowledge, the
practice-based perspective.

B E V I E W  O U E S T I O N S i

Think about your experience of social/group knowledge in the workplace. ls i t  largely tacit  or

expl ici t? Did i t  exist in the form of systems of rules, routines, stories, etc.?

National culture and communit ies of practice have been discussed as two types of social

context/sett ing where col lect ive knowledge can be seen to exist,  ln what other social

contexts, in your own experience, have you witnessed col lect ive knowledge to exist-

organization, family, geographic region, peer group, fr iendship network, profession?

Does the use of lT as part of a knowleoge managernent system always indicate an objectivist

perspective on knowledge? Have any of the organizations you have worked in developed

lT-centred knowledge management systems? Did they embody objectivist assumptions

regarding knowledge? How successful were these init iat ives?

To what extent is knowledge in the social sciences oblective? l f  knowledge in organizations

is acknowledged as being somewhat subjective, does this mean objectivist-based

knowledge management strategies have l imited ut i l i ty?

F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G

l .  Nonaka (1994). 'A Dynamic Theory of Organizational Knowledge Creation',  Organization Scrence,
5  ( 1 ) , 1 4 - 3 7 .

One of the most widely read and referenced papers on knowledge creation-conversion. Provides a
good introduction to Nonaka's arguments.

G. Szulanski (1996). 'Exploring Internal Stickiness: lmpediments to the Transfer of Best Practice
within the Fim', Strategic Management Journal, 17, Winter Special lssue, 27-43.
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mooet.

J-C. Spender (1996). 'Organizational Knowledge, Learning and Memory: Three Concepts in Search
of a Theory', Journal of Organizational Change Management,9 (1), 63-78.

Articulates characteristics of and relations between four generic knowledge types.
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The practice-based perspective
on knowledge

What is knowledge?

-rapter 2 provided one specific answer to the question 'what is knowledge?, However,
--::r objectivist perspective has been widely challenged, and for a number of different
::asons. Arguably the most fundamental challenge and critique of it is that it is based
.:: ilawed epistemological assumptions. Chapter 3 therefore presents an alternative
:::swer to the question 'what is knowledge?' This chapter is based on fundamentally dif-
:::ent epistemological assumptions, and as will be seen, characterizes knowledge and
r:owledge management practices quite differently from the obiectivist perspective
:c Iable 3.1).

The practice-based perspective conceptualizes knowledge not as a codifiable
riect/entity, but instead emphasizes the extent to which it is embedded within and

.::separable from practice. cook and Brown (1999) labelled this perspective an ,epi-

,:cmology of practice' due to the centrality of human activity to its conception of know-
,:j.ge. Further, Gherardi (2ooo, 218) argues that 'practice connects ,knowing, with
:':ing". Thus, the embeddedness of knowledge in human activity (practice) represents
,::e of the central characteristics of this epistemological perspective.

Table 3.1. Objectivist and practice-based epistemologies of knowledge

Objectivist epistemology Practice-based epistemology

- - . ' , ledge derived lrom an intel lectual process

--, ' . ' ;edge is a disembodied enti ty/object

- - .'.'iedge is objective 'facts'

, :  : i t  knowledge (objective)
, :ged over tacit  knowledge (subjective)

:,  ^ct knowledge categories

r knowledge is embedded in practice
o knowing/doing inseparable

o knowledge is embodied in people
r knowledge is social ly constructed

r knowledge is cultural ly embedded
o knowledge is contestable
o knowledge is social ly constructed

. tacit  and expl ici t  knowledge are inseparable and
mutuai ly consti tuted

r Knowledge is mult idimensional
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Table 3.2. Theoretical perspective related to the practice-based
Dersoectrve

Writer Theoretical perspective

Empsom (2001)

B lack le r  (1995)

Tsoukas (1 996)

Cook & Brown (1999)

Lave & Wenger  (1991)

Sayer (1 992)

Suchman (2003)

Interprettve

Activity Theory

Eth n o m eth od o I ogy/i nte rp retive ph i I osop hy

American Pragmatists

Situated Lea rn i ng Theory

Critical Realism

Actor Network Theory

Practice refers to purposeful human activity. lt is based on the assumption that activity includes both
physical and cognitive elements, and thatthese elements are inseparable. Knowledge use and
development is therefore regarded as a fundamental aspect of activity.

While the objectivist perspective was closely aligned with a positivistic philosophy, the
practice-based perspective is compatible with a number of different philosophical per-

spectives (Table 3.2). Another perspective that has much in common with the practice-

based perspective, but has thus far not been utilized by knowledge management analysts
is Critical Realism (with the exception of Mutch 2OOr.2

The chapter follows a similar structure to Chapter 2, and begins by firstly outlining

the way knowledge is characterized within the practice-based perspective. Following this,

the chapter then examines how knowledge management processes are conceptualized.
As the chapter proceeds, the vast differences that exist between the practice-based, and the

objectivist perspective on knowledge illustrated in Table 3.1, should become more apparent.

Practice-based perspectives on knowledge

The practice-based epistemology can be understood in terms of seven specific, but inter-
related factors, each of which are now examined in turn (Table 3.3).

The embeddedness of knowledge in practice

Perhaps the most important difference between the objectivist and practice-based epi-

stemologies of knowledge is that the practice-based perspective challenges the entitative
conception of knowledge. From this perspective, knowledge isn't regarded as a discrete

2 It is beyond the scope of this book to examine in detail the differences between these theoretical
perspectives.
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Table 3.3. Practlce-based characterist ics of knowledge

Gharacteristics of knowledge from practice-based
epistemology

1. Knowledge is embedded in practice

2. Tacit  and expl ici t  knowledge are inseparable

3. Knowledge is embodied in people

4. Knowledge is social ly constructed

5. Knowledge is cultural ly embedded

6.  Knowledge is  mu l t id imens iona l

7. Knowledge is contestable

entity/object that can be codified and separated from people. Instead, knowledge, or as
some of the writers from this perspective prefer, knowing, is inseparable.from human
activity. Thus all activity is to some extent knowledgeable, involving the use and/or
development of knowledge. conversely, all knowledge work, whether using it, sharing it,
developing it, or creating it, will involve an element of activity. Blackler (1995, lOZ3)
rummed this up as follows, 'rather than regarding knowledge as something that people
have, it is suggested that knowing is better regarded as something they do.,

As well as challenging the knowing-doing dichotomy, this perspective also challenges
the mind-body dichotomy that is inherent to the obiectivist perspective (see Table 3.4
'ater). As outlined, the objectivist perspective, drawing on the classical images of science,
conceptualizes knowledge as being primarily derived from cognitive processes, some-
:hing involving the brain but not the body. The practice-based perspective instead views
i.nowing and the development of knowledge as occurring on an ongoing basis through
the routine activities that people undertake. Knowing thus can be seen as less of a purely
cognitive process, and more of a holistic process involving the whole body (Gherardi 2000).
Thus, from this perspective, thinking and doing are fused in knowledgeable activity, the
development and use of embodied knowledge in undertaking specific activities/tasks.

These ideas can be illustrated through considering a number of examples. First, Orr,s
1990) widely referenced study of photocopier engineers emphasizes how their knowl-

edge developed through a process of dialogue and improvization, which involved the
adaptation of existing knowledge to new and novel situations. Similarly, Patriotta (2003),
1n a study of a Fiat Auto plant in Italy, showed the embeddedness of knowledge in the nar-
ratives possessed by workers, and how these narratives evolved in the resolution of 'dis-

ruptive occurrences' (3a9). Thirdly, DeFillippi and Arthur (199g) in a study of film (i.e.
movie) production, showed that for apprentice technicians processes of learning by
rt-atching were crucial. Knowledge in this context tended to develop through processes of
socialization, observation, and practice. The final example, of the traditional craft skill of
metalworking can be illustrated by a quotation:

\\'hen you have a bar of iron in front of you which has to be twisted and wrought into a certain
shape. . . . then you learn to apply ideas to things. You become practical. You cannot think the iron

E
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into the position and shape that is wanted, but you cannot do it without thought. Your thoughts,

if you are to succeed in your purpose, must be limited, circumscribed, bound down to the facts of the

situation. McKinlay (799 6, 86, emphasis added)

This quotation also reflects what a growing number of authors are arguing (see, for example,

Alvesson 2000, 2001), that all work can be regarded as knowledge work, and that all

workers, whether bus drivers, cleaners, accountants, management consultants, oI

research Scientists, ale, to Some extent knowledge workers. However, this debate will be

examined in more detail in Chapter 14.

Tacit and explicit knowledge are inseparable

Another point of departure between the objectivist and practice-based perspectives on

knowledge is in the way that the relationship between tacit and explicit knowledge is

conceptualized. The practice-based perspective suggests that rather than tacit and explicit

knowledge representing separate and distinctive t)?es of knowledge, they represent two

aspects of knowledge and are in fact are inseparable, and are mutually constituted

(Tsoukas 1996; Werr and Stiernberg 2003). One consequence of this is that there is no

such thing as fully explicit knowledge, as all knowledge will have tacit dimensions. Clark

(2000) uses the term'explacit knowledge'to linguistically syrnbolizes their inseparability

(Table 3.4). For example text, which is often referred to as a form of codified knowledge,

has tacit components, without which no reader could make sense of it. Examples of these

tacit elements include an understanding of the language in which they are written, or the

grammal and syntax used to structule them. Polanyi (1969, 195) suggests that, 'The idea

of a strictly explicit knowledge is indeed self-contradictory; deprived of their tacit coeffi-

cients, all spoken wotds, all formulae, all maps and graphs, are strictly meaningless''

This book represents a piece of partially explicit knowledge for two reasons. Firstly, as an author

I have not been able to make fully explicit all the ideas, assumptions, theoretical frameworks and

values which underpin what I have written. From the point of view of the reader it can also be con-

sidered partially explicit, as to read it you require to have a good grasp of the English language, and

have some knowledge of other relevant academic toplcs.

Tab le  3 .4 .  Cha l leng ing  d ichotomles

Ghallenging obiectivist dichotomies

Explacit  knowledge (tacit  and expl ici t  knowledge)

Knowledgeable activi ty (knowing and doing)

Sensual cognit ion (brain and body)

This book: partially explicit knowledge
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\Vhile, as outlined in Chapter 2, Polanyi's work is often used to justify the tacit-explicit

::chotomy, a number of writers suggest that this misunderstands his analysis (Brown and

)uguid 2001; Prichard 2000). These writers challenge this and suSgest that his analysis is

.rounded more in the practice-based perspective.

Knowledge is embodied

.::e objectivist perspective on knowledge assumes that knowledge can exist in a fully

.:..rlicit and codified form, that knowledge can exist independently of human beings. This

-,, sition is fundamentally challenged by the practice-based perspective on knowledge,

, ,::ich assumes all knowledge or knowing is personal. The practice-based perspective

:.-,=refore assumes that it is impossible to totally disembody knowledge from people into

, -:1ly- explicit form. This assumption is therefore closely related to, and flows from, the

.::'.ious two issues examined: that all knowledge has tacit dimensions, and that knowl-

: :.E is embedded in, and inseparable from practice.

-:e practice-based nature of knowing/knowledge assumes that knowledge develops
'--::,ugh practice: people's knowledge develops as they conduct activities and gain experi-

:.:=. Further, the inseparable and mutually constituted nature of tacit and explicit

,- -,";ledge means that it is not possible to make such knowledge fully explicit. There will

, ,,:,r's be an element to which knowledge resides in the head/body of those who devel-

:":. and possess it. Thus while it may be possible to partially convert tacit knowledge
- : an explicit form, in contradiction with the oblectivist perspective, the practice-based

:'::::ective assumes that such plocesses can never be complete. For example, in terms of

, .:jttion most readers are likely to be familiar with from one context or another, con-

:.: :he nature of knowledge sharing in'master-apprentice'type relations, whete Some-
- = .rDerienced attempts to share their knowledge with a more inexperienced colleague.

* -: ::actice-based perspective assumes that the practice-based nature of the knowledge

on , :rpertise the 'master' possesses means that this knowledge will be to some extent

",- , .;ied, and cannot be fully articulated and made explicit. Further, the practice-based

I ir - : :,:{tive aSSumeS that for the apprentice to learn the knowledge of the master requires

:t1 i: ::€\' communicate, interact, and work together, typically over an extended period

, *::her sense in which knowledge is embodied (and simultaneously embedded in

rr!,: :. relates to what Tsoukas (1996) referred to as the 'indeterminacy of practice' ,where

llrr ::itntial distinctiveness of all situations that people act in requires them to continu-

urlll. ::.-<e personal judgements. No matter how explicit and well deflned the rules are that

m ; r;: ie action, there will always be some element of ambiguity or uncertainty that cre-

umy r :ied for actors to make inferences and judgements. For example, applying this

nr rr-.: :-. the perspective of the'apprentice' just discussed, no matter how formalized,
,[]r-rr.*-t:c. and explicit the knowledge they have acquired, there will always be circum-

itfiiirtr.r-:.! --:.at emelge where an element of judgement will be required. Thus, knowledge/

Umi:n,-,:,: urr-olves the active agency of people making decisions in light of the specific

iulrrr:- i::nces in which they find themselves.
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The socially constructed and culturally embedded nature of knowledge

Two factors that are closely interwoven are that knowledge is socially constructed and

culturally embedded. It is therefore necessary to examine them simultaneously. In stark

contrast to the 'knowledge is truth' assumption of the objectivist perspective on knowl-

edge, where it is suggested that codifled knowledge can exist in an objective form inde-

pendent of social and cultural values, the epistemology of practice perspective argues that

all knowledge is socially constructed in nature, which makes it somewhat subjective and

open to interpretation. Thus, knowledge is never totally neutral and unbiased, and is, to

some extent, inseparable from the values of those who produced it.

As with the objectivist perspective, this viewpoint is based on a particular understand-

ing about the nature of language. The objectivist perspective assumes that language has

fixed and obiective meanings, and that there is a direct equivalence between words and

that which they denote. Instead, the practice-based perspective suggests that language

has no such fixed meanings, and that in fact the meaning of language is inherently

ambiguous. This subjectivity, or interpretive flexibility in language, thus. undermines any

claims about the objective status of any knowledge, whether it is highly tacit and per-

sonal, or whether it is partially explicit and codified. However, the socially negotiated

nature of language limits the scope individuals have to modify and interpret the meaning

and use of language (Sayer 1992; Tsoukas 1996).

Perspective making is the process through which a community develops, strengthens, and sustains its

knowledge and values. Perspective taking is the process through which people develop an understanding

of theknow|edge,va|ues,and,wor |dv iew,ofothers.

The socially constructed nature of knowledge applies to both its production and its

interpretation. Polanyi (1969) referred to these two processes as sense-giving and sense-

reading, while Boland and Tenkasi (1995) used the terms perspective making and per-

spective taking. Thus both the production of knowledge, and the reading/interpretation

required to develop an understanding of it, involves an active process of meaning

construction/inference. For example, a written report is a piece of partially explicit

knowledge, whose meaning is constructed by its author/s. However, readers may infer a

different meaning and analysis. This aspect of the practice-based perspective therefore

has profound implications for the way knowledge is shared and managed, as the attractive

simolicitv of the transmitter-receiver model is questioned.

Can you think of an example from your organizational experience of where a range of people inferred

different meanings f rom a report? Can these dif ferences part ly be explained by the f luidity of meaning

in  language?
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Further, this process of meaning construction/inference is typically culturally embedded.
The meanings people attach to language/events are shaped by the values and assumptions
of the social and cultural context in which people live and work. one way in which pre-
existing values and assumptions influence these processes of knowledge construction/
knowledge interpretation is through the flltering of data-information in deciding what is
considered 'relevant'. A dramatic, and tragic example of such a filtering process was one of
the contributory factors to the Challenger Space Shuttle accident (Baumard 1999; Starbuck
and Milliken 1988). In this case NASA engineers neglected what tumed out to be important
information regarding O-ring erosion, as based on the assumptions they had, such a situation
was regarded as presenting a minute risk. This cultural embeddedness results in much
knowledge being context-specific and context-dependent, making its relevance, and trans-
ferability between contexts not necessarily always straightforward.

The idea of knowledge being culturally embedded links to the concept of collective
knowledge discussed in Chapter 2. Collective knowledge was shown to be culturally
embedded in a number of different contexts/ such as within communities of practice, or
tvithin the context of a national or regional culture. What distinguishes the cultural
embedding of knowledge in the practice-based perspective from collective knowledge in
the obiectivist perspective, is that from the practice-based perspective all knowledge is to
some extent culturally embedded. Thus from this perspective, none of the knowledge we
possess is totally separate and independent from the social contexts that people operate in.

The simultaneous multidimensionality of knowledge

The use of taxonomies, as illustrated in the previous chapter, suggests that all knowledge
can be classified into distinctive categories, i.e. that it is either tacit or explicit, or that it is
tacit-collective, or explicit-individual, etc. This idea is questioned by a number of writers
trho suggest that while such an approach may have analytical ,benefits, it misrepresents
the complexity of organizational knowledge. Tsoukas (1996), for example, suggests that
dichotomies such as tacit-explicit and individual-group are unhelpful as they disguise
the extent to which these elements are inseparable, and mutually defined. Blackler (1995,
1032) makes a similar point by suggesting that,

. . . it is a mistake to assume that embodied, embedded, embrained, encultured and encoded know-
,:dge can sensibly be conceived as separate from each other. Knowledge is multi-faceted and complex,
:eing both situated and abstract, implicit and explicit, distributed and individual, physical and
:.lrental, developing and static, verbal and encoded.

Thus the practice-base perspective rejects the taxonomy-based approach to categoriz-
-ng knowledge. For example, consider the knowledge that an engineer uses to design a
car's chassis, or that a craftsman(/person) uses to assemble and build it. In both cases this
inowledge is simultaneously individual and collective; tacit and explicit; physical and
nental; and abstract and situated.

-- 
nk of some specif ic organizational knowledge thatyou possess. Can i t  be classif ied into a neat

:: :egory, such as tacit-col lect ive, or does i t  have mult iple dimensions simultaneously?
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The contestible nature of knowledge

The flnal key aspect of the practice-based perspective is the acknowledgement that the

subjective, socially constructed, and culturally embedded nature of knowledge, means

that what constitutes knowledge is open to dispute. This therefore challenges and under-

mines the idea central to the objectivist perspective that it is possible to produce truly

obiective knowledge. Thus, competing conceptions of what constitutes 'legitimate'

knowledge can occur where different groups/individuals develop incompatible and con-

tradictory analyses of the same events, which may lead to conflict due to attempts by

these groups to have their knowledge legitimated.

One of the main consequences which flow from this, therefore, is that issues of power,

politics, and conflict become more important than are acknowledged by the obiectivist

perspective. Most fundamentally, Michel Foucault's conception of power/knowledge sug-

gests that these concepts are inseparable (Foucault 1980; McKinlay 2000). Relatedly,

Storey and Barnett (2000) suggest that all knowledge management initiatives require to

be seen as highly political, and are likely to be accompanied by what they desqibe as'turf

wars'by different organizational interest Sroups attempting to gain.some control over

these projects. The importance of acknowledging and taking account of the contested

and political nature of knowledge is magnifled by the fact that this aspect of knowledge,

and knowledge management initiatives is typically either neglected or ignored by the

maiority of the knowledge management literature. These issues are examined more fully

in Chapter 7.

I"- l:i1T: :l :lT*:iig :liig:: ::Tr:ii9'i1Y:I :3ir:
pharma-co is a UK pharmaceutical company. Until the early 1980s it had been a government-

owned research laboratory, and by the mid-1 990s there was sti l l  evidence in part of the company

of the technically focused culture which had historically predominated. During the mid-1 990s a

decision was made to implement a new information management system. The dominant rheto-

ric used by the project team to justify the need for change was that the changing nature of their

markets required significant changes to be made to improve the competit iveness of their pro-

duction facil i t ies. An important f igure to Pharma-co's project was the World Manufacturing

Director, who strongly championed it. When the project started he had been a relatlvely recent

recruit to the organrzation. As part of Pharma-co's long-term Strategy of adopting more commer-

cial and cost-sensitive operating practices a need had been identif ied to introduce such attitudes

to its senior management. The recruitment of the World Manufacturing Director was one of these

appointments. Thus his 'commercial ' knowledge from working outside of the company was

highly regarded by senior management. However, resistance to the proposed changes emerged

from middle managers within the production function. They suggested the proposed changes

were fundamentally unnecessary, and that Pharma-co could remain competit ive through staylng

focused on the development and production of technically innovative products. The traditional cul-

ture which had been historically predominant within Pharma-co was focused around production.
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--e  o f  the  main  fac to rs  s t rengthen ing  the  argument  o f  p roduc t ion  management  was the i r

: : :ai led knowledge of the company's internal manufacturing practices. Thus at the start of
r-aTma-co's change project there was a highly pol i t ical confl ict between those for and against

--:nge which centred on the val idity of their knowledge and the way they used i t  to legit imate
--: r  dlf ferent analyses of the extent to which change was needed.

- s:ch situations, to what extent is i t  possible to objectively evaluate the competing arguments and

:= : :de  on  the 'cor rec t ' course  o f  ac t ion?

" 
^ t t  does the dif ferent perspectives of the interests group say about the cultural embeddedness

-'  <rowledge? To what extent are the viewpoints of those in confl ict derived from the values and

:=:s of the organizational communit ies they are embedded in?

lmplications for the nature of the organizational knowledge base

- re above outlined characteristics of knowledge have profound implications with regard

: - the nature of organizational knowledge bases, as a growing number of writers recogn-

.-e. The practice-based perspective on knowledge suggests that rather than being unitary

.:d coherent, organizational knowledge bases are in fact fragmented and dispersed,

-eing made up of specialized and specific knowledge communities, which have some

:=qree of overlapping 'common knowledge' (Kogut and Zanger 1992). This led Brown

:::d Duguid (1991, 53) to suggesting that organizations require to be conceptualized as a

: rmmunity-of-communities', and Blackler et al. (2000) as decentred and distributed

,::orr'ledge systems. Finaliy, as will be seen in the following section, these insights have

::tormous implications for the sharing and management of knowledge in organizations.

The fragmentation of the organizational knowledge base relates closely to the idea that

.::orvledge is embedded in practice. Typically, the practices undertaken by organizational

.'J, and hence the knowledge they possess, are localized and specific, being shaped by

::-e particular demands of their context (local customers, market conditions, character of

-..ional/regional regulation and legislation, etc.). The degree of fragmentation and spe-

--"iization will also be related to the culture of the organization, and the extent to which

: -ncourages and supports autonomous or standardized working practices.

Autonomous business units and specialized knowledge communities

- :.ved-Truck, which sold, rented, and serviced fork l ift trucks, work had historically been organ-

:=t  r to  smal l ,  d iscrete business uni ts ,  which had responsib i l i ty  for  a1l  business wi th in speci f ic

:=:3'aphic regions. Within this structure, there was litt le need for interaction between business

,  -  :s .  and they operated as v i r tual  s tand-alone businesses.  Whi le each business uni t  in  pr inc ip le

, - : :he same range of products and services, in reality they had significant autonomy over how
-:, Cid this. This was because both the nature of the market and character of customers varied

E
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signlf icantly for each business, and also that management in each business unit offered dif ferent
levels of service and support.  The autonomy of the business units was such that the evolut ion of
their working practices, the upgrading of their lT systems etc.,  was done purely on the basis of
local considerations. Thus, discrete and specif ic knowledge communit ies developed, with staff in
each business unlt possessing substantial amounts of special ized knowledge, reievant to their
own local ized working practices, and customer demands, which had l imited transferabi l i tv and
relevance, in other business units.

ls the existence of such special ist communit ies, with their own knowledge bases and ways of
working necessari ly a problem for organizatlons?

To what extent is i t  possible in mult idivisional corporations to balance the confl ict ing demands of
providing divisions the autonomy to work independently and have some level of standardization
across the corporation ?

Not only can the knowledge of organizational communities be different (i.e. specialized
and specific), but it may also be based on qualitatively different assumptions, values, and
interpretative frameworks. Brown and Duguid (2001) referred to these as 'epistemic dif-
ferences'. For example, the communication and interaction difficulties between staff
from different functions of an organization (such as production and R&D, or finance and
R&D), or between staff from different disciplinary backgrounds (such as in a multidiscip-
linary project team) can be to some extent explained by such differences. As will be seen
in Chapter 6, where this issue is explored in detail, this significantly affects the dynamics
of knowledge-sharing processes. Finally, these issues are again examined in Chapter 13
which examines knowledge-sharing within the context of global multinationals, where,
what Becker (2001) referred to this as the problem ot'large numbers', means that as organ-
izational size increases, so do the problems in managing an increasingly fragmented
organizational knowledge base.

Think about an organization you have worked in. Was i ts knowledge base fragmented? Further, what
factors inf luenced the nature of the knowledge base more: the management culture or the diversity
of local condit ions?

A practice-based perspective on the management and
sharing of knowledge

Having considered in detail how the practice-based epistemology conceptualizes knowledge
it is now time to examine the implications of these ideas for understanding the character of
organizational knowledge-sharing and knowledge management processes (see Table 3.5).

One of the central components of the practice-based perspective on knowledge man-
agement is that it eschews the idea that it is possible for organizations to collect knowledge
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Table 3.5. A practice-based perspective on knowledge management

Knowledge management from a practice-based epistemology

3 .

Knowledge sharing/acquisit ion requires 'perspective making'and 'perspective

taking'-developing an understanding of tacit  assumptions

Knowledge sharlng/acquisit ion throu gh
- ' r i ch '  soc ia l  in te rac t ion
- immersion in practice-watching and/or doing

Management role to faci l i tate social interaction

- , .ether into a central repository, or for middle and senior managers to fully understand
- ,= knowledge of those who work for them (Goodall and Roberts 2003). Tsoukas (L996,

. I quoting Hayek, suggests that a belief in the ability to achieve such a state represents
-:-: slnoptic delusion . . . that knowledge can be suweyed by a single mind.'Thus man-

.:.:ial understanding of organizational knowledge will always be fragmented and incom-

. :.i, Zlrld attempts to collect knowledge in a central location likely to be limited. The
' .-rn'ing quotation from Tsoukas (7996,22) sums this up, and points towards the

:::;tice-based perspective/s conceptualization of knowledge-sharing processes: 'the key
' ,;hieving coordinated action does not so much depend on those "higher up" collecting
* .t and more knowledge, as on those "lower down" finding more and more ways to get

, :-::ected and interrelating the knowledge each one has.'

-:e practice-based perspective further suggests that the transmitter*receiver model of
- ',i1edge-sharing is questionable because the sharing of knowledge does not involve

' - . '-mple transferral of a fixed entity between two people. Instead, the sharing of knowl-

: : i: involves two people actively inferring and constructing meaning. This perspective

,<,.ests that to be effective the sharing of knowledge requires individuals to develop an

,.'::.ciation of (some of) the tacit assumptions and values on which the knowledge of
--.::s is based-the processes of 'perspective making' and 'perspective taking' outlined

: r:.,:r by Boland and Tenkasi (1995). This challenges the assumption embedded in the
':.:-:nitter-receiver model that the knowledge exchanged in such processes is unchanged.

1, ,'."ni and Scarso (2000) suggest the practice-based perspective on knowledge-sharing
.::t:sents a'language game'/ due to the importance of dialogue and language to such

;-.-:sses.BolandandTenkasi(1995,358)arguethateffectiveknowledge-sharinginvolves,
r tr'-rc€ss of mutual perspective taking where distinctive individual knowledge is

: i .:3nged, evaluated and integrated with that of others in the organization.'
- 

.= iogic of the 'language game' model complicates the nature of knowledge-sharing

r- i,:sses, as the inherent ambiguity of language, combined with the fact that those
- .',.ed in the knowledge-sharing process have different cognitive frameworks means
" ;: ::rere is always scope for differing interpretations. Thus, as you read this book, the

Tr ::a-1g you take from a piece of partially explicit knowledge may vary from the mean-

" i - -ltend to convey.
-,:se 

perspective-making, and perspective-taking processes typically require an extens-
', : ::]tourit of social interaction and face-to-face communication, which is a conclusion

E
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reached by a number of empirical studies (see, for example, Lam 1997,2000; Leonard-
Barton 1995; Swan et al. 1999). The acquisition and sharing of knowledge typically occur
through two distinct, but closely interrelated processes:

1. Immersion in practice-for example learning by doing, or learning by watching.

2. 'Rich' social interaction-for example, an interaction which allows people to develop
some level of trust with each other, as well as develop some insights into the tacit
knowledge, values, and assumptions of each other.

These processes are interrelated because learning by doing is likely fo simultaneously
involve an element of social interaction, and vice versa, the sort of 'discursive practice'
referred to by Gherardi (2OOO,221).

In the late 1990s Swed-Truck (described earl ier-see pages 35-6) decided to implement an

organization-wide information management system, with the objective of introducing a greater

level of coordination and standardization across i ts business units. To implement this i t  used a

social ly based model of knowledge-sharing, which made extensive use of intensive social inter-

action. This can be considered by examining the system development phase only. The system

being implemented involved the introduction of a common information system across a signif ic-

ant number of dif ferent business units. As outl ined earl ier, their business units had operated quite

autonomously from each other, and as a consequence had developed their own special ized

knowledge bases. The project team decided that the development and implementation of a com-

mon information management system required the ut i l izat ion of this distr ibuted knowledge,

which was achieved through the creation of a project team bringing together staff from a range

of their business units (who worked part t ime on the project).  As a substantial amount of devel-

opment work was necessary, this process lasted for a year. This interbusiness unit project team

worked intensively with consultants to develop common systems that were compatible with

the diverse needs of their dif ferent business units. While the project was not without i ts
problems and delays, the project was deemed a success, and was implemented close to

predicted t ime-scales.

To achieve r ich social interactions is i t  necessary to get people together face-to-face?

How important to the success of knowledge-sharing processes is the existence of trust between
part icipants to such processes?

From a practice-based perspective, the managerial role is therefore to encourage and facil-
itate the type of communication and social interaction processes that will allow effective
perspective making and taking to occur. This can be done through an enormously diverse

Swed-truck: an example of practice-based knowledge management
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' i :-:e of ways including (to highlight iust a few examples):

o ::\-elop a knowledge-sharing culture (through rewarding people for sharing);

" ::;litating the development of organizational communities of practice;

. -;.rriding forums (electronic or face-to-face) which encourage and support knowledge-
::-aring;

. :::)lement a formalized 'mentoring' system to pair experienced and inexperienced
". _:kers

l:ese issues are examined in more detail in subsequent chapters, with Chapter 4 look-
- . jt general issues of motivation to share knowledge, Chapters 5 and 6 looking at the
:'=:inc dynamics of knowledge-sharing within and between communities, Chapter 7
, .lng at the political nature of knowledge-sharing, while Chapter 9 considers the role

' - j- Luganizations can play through their human resource management policies and
--:ire management practices. Finally, Chapter 8 considers the role that information
,:=ns may be able to play in facilitating perspective making and taking processes.

6onclusion

- - : rclusion, Chapters 2 and 3 have outlined two distinctive epistemological perspect-
:: '"rhich characterize knowledge in extremely different ways (see Table 3.1). These

"n,:.:tctives also conceptualized knowledge-sharing and knowledge management
: - .:-tses differently. They therefore have very different managerial implications with
' ::':d to how knowledge management efforts should be organized and structured:

. :',;titist perspective: focus on the codification and collection of knowledge, cleate
--:chanisms to allow this knowledge base to be searched and accessed, such as setting up
. :tarchable database and encouraging staff to codify their knowledge and store it there.

. :-.;-iice-based perspective: facilitate interpersonal knowledge-sharing through diverse
- ::ns of interaction and communication, such as developing the levels of trust between
-::: members of a new proiect team through allowing them to interact extensively face-
- . -:ace (perhaps in both work and social contexts) at the initial stages of the project.

[ .nrvrrw ouESTl

: : :  ' '  instruct ions on how to conduct a certain task. What tacit  knowledge is necessary for

: -  :c make sense of them? What does this say about the inseparabi l i ty of tacit  and expl ici t
- : , ' ,  e d g e ?

:  - : -  ,  ou  th ink  o f  an  example  f  rom your  own exper ience o f  where  there  has  been d ispute  and
. - -= ct between competing knowledge claims? What pol i t ical tact ics and strategies did the
- - - '  ct ing part ies ut i l ize to just i fy their posit ion? Did they use external 'expert ise' as a way of

: :  : ^a l i z ing  c la ims,  e tc?

E
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t Compare the two perspectives on knowledge outl ined in Chapters 2 and 3. Which one more
closely models the nature of knowledge in the organizations that you have worked in? lf
these organizations implemented knowledge management init iatives, which epistemological
perspective were they based on? Did this affect the success of these init iatives?

F Blackler (1995). 'Knowledge, 
Knowledge work and organizations: An overview ano

lnterpretation', Organization Studies, 1616: 1021|-46.
Widely referenced article that advocates adopting a practice/activity-based view of knowledge

S. Cook and J. Brown (1999). 'Bridging 
Epistemologies: The Generative Dance between

organizational Knowledge and organizational Knowing',  organization science, 1ol4:381-400.

Links together the objectivist and practice-based perspectives into a unitary framework.

H. Tsoukas (1996). 'The Firm as a Distr ibuted Knowledge System: A Constructionist Approach',
Strategic Management Journal, 1J (Winter Special lssue): 1 1-2S.
Argues that organizational knowledge bases are highly distributed.

Special issue of Organizationon'Knowing in practice, (2OOO],712.

A collection of theoretical and empirical papers atl embedded in the practice-based perspective, but
utilizing a diversity of theoretical frameworks.



Social and cultural issues
related to managing and sharing
knowledge

^ ' ,  ̂i l e  enormous numbers  o f  compan ies  have imp lemented knowledge management  p ro jec ts ,
-. :ry of them have been either part ial  successes or outr ight fai lures. Surveys consistently reveal

:^al the main obstacles to success in such init iat ives are social and cultural factors (Table 4).
- ' ; r ther conclusion that could be inferred from these results is that the organizations surveyed

: :  1ot consistently take adequate account of these factors in their efforts to manage their knowl-

= : :e .  Thus ,  fo r  those concerned w i th  ach iev ing  an  in te l lec tua l  unders tand ing  o f  the  dynamics  o f
, -  rwledge management init iat ives, as well  as those concerned with making specif ic knowledge
- . : lagement  p ro jec ts  success fu l ,  apprec ia t ing  the  s ign i f i cance o f  soc ia l  and cu l tu ra l  fac to rs  i s

, :a ' .  The s ix  chapters  in  th is  sec t ion  o f  the  book  a l l  dea l  w i th  th is  top ic  and thus  arguab ly
-:cresent the core of the book.

3hapter 4, the opening chapter in this part,  has two broad objectives. First,  i t  examines the

:-estion of why social and cultural factors are so important by considering both why human
-:t ivat ion is essential to the sharing, codif icat ion, or search for knowledge, and further, why i t

-=^ ' i  be  taken fo r  g ran ted  tha t  peop le  w i l l  be  w i l l i ng  to  ac t ive ly  par t i c ipa te  in  such processes .  The

.::ond objective of this chapter is to provide a brief overview of the diverse range of specif ic
' : : iors that affect the att i tudes of workers to part icipate in knowledge management init iat ives.

- -ap ter  4  thus  ac ts  as  a  spr ingboard  in to  the  remain ing  chapters  in  th is  sec t ion  (Chapters  5 -9) ,
' ,  ̂ i ch  each bu i ld  f rom th is  overv iew,  look ing  in  depth  a t  a  range o f  soc ia l  and cu l tu ra l  top ics .

3hapter 5 examines the dynamics of knowledge-related processes within communit ies of

: -ac t i ce .  Chapter  6  bu i lds  f rom th is  by  examin ing  the  dynamics  o f  knowledge-shar ing  in  a  to ta l l y

r "erent context, where, unl ike in communit ies of practice, people have l imited common knowl-

: :ge  and on ly  a  weak sense o f  shared ident i t y .  Th is  can inc lude knowledge processes  w i th in
- , l t id isc ip l inary  teams,  o r  knowledge processes  wh ich  span f  unc t iona l  o r  o rgan iza t iona l  bound-

: ' : s .  Chapter  7  focuses  on  the  top ics  o f  power  and conf l i c t ,  wh ich ,  as  w i l l  be  seen,  a re  under -
-=searched areas in the knowledge management l i terature. Chapter B examines the impact and
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Table 4. obstacles to the success of knowledge management init iat ives

Author Survey details Survey results

Rugg les  (1998)  431 Respondents  in  USAand
Europe. Conducted in 1 997

Management  1600 Respondents  in  the  USA.
Review (1 999) Conducted 1 998/9

KPMG (2OOO) 423 large organizations
from USA, UK, France
and Germany

. biggest problem in managing knowledge'changing people's behaviour'  (56% of
respondents)

. biggest impediment to knowledge
transferal 'culture' (54o/o of respondents)

Three most common problems:
1. 'gett ing people to seek best practice,
2. 'measuring 

results'
3. 'gett ing people to share their knowledge,

Two most important reasons for the
fai lure of knowledge management
init iat ives to meet expectat ions:
1. ' lack of user uptake due to insuff lcient

communication' .20% oI respondents)
2. 'everyday 

use did not integrate into
normal  work ing  day '  (19% o f
respondents)

The single largest barr ier ( identi f ied by
45% oI respondents) to knowledge
management was culture.
'Peop le 'and 'Cu l tu re 'a re  

the  most
rmportant issues organizations should
emphasize in their KM init iat ives

Pau leen and
Mason (2002)

Edwards et al
(2003)

46 respondents in New Tealand
f rom organizations (publ ic and
private)

25 Academics and
practrt ioners
involved in KM f ield

role of technology in knowledge management init iat ives. Final ly, Chapter g considers the role that
culture management and human resource management practices can have on knowledge man-
agement init iat ives, and in shaping the att i tudes of workers to part icipate in knowreoge processes
more generai ly.



ffiffi==+
'Why shoutd I share mY knowledge?'

what motivates People to share

knowledge

lntroduction

. .1 :hetopicofknowledgemanagementhasmaturedandevolvedinterest . inhuman,

:.,,:ural, and social qu.stlon, has grown significantly. Thus, while the earliest literature

. :dorganizat ionalat temptstomanageknowledge)typical lyassumedpeoplewould

.="r i i l ingtosharethei rknowledge'andasaconsequenceneglectedto lookat factors
-.--']tmayinfluenceknowledge-sharingattitudes,laterlitelatuleillustratedhow,people,.

:=-:ted factors are key to knowledge management. This chapter provides an overview

::-l an introduction to these issues through examining the interrelated questions of

i 1 - , h u m a n m o t i v a t i o n i s k e y t o k n o w l e d g e m a n a g e m e n t i n i t i a t i v e s , a n d w h a t

j. lolshavebeenfoundtoinfluencetheknowledge-sharingattitudesandbehavioursof
' ' , ,rkers.

The issues raised here connect to the two previous chapters on epistemotrogies of

r :orv ledgeas,crudely, theear lyknowledgemanagement l i terature 'whichtypical ly
.:glected ,people,-related factors, was firmly embedded in the objectivist perspective on

!:.owiedge,whilethegrowingrealizationoftheimportanceofsuchfactolsowesmuchto

.::sightsdevelopedfromapractice-basedperspective.Fundamentally,thisisbecauseits
: -,nceptualization of knowledge takes greater account of human agencyt and views

r:-o\{ledge as being largely tacit and personal'

Thischapter isst ructuredintothreemainsect ions.Thef i rs tout l ineswhytheear ly
jio\vledge management literature so conspicuously played down 'people'-related issues'

. lesecondandth i rdsect ionsthenconsider thequest ionsofwhyhumanmot ivat ioniS

, . : \ ' tounderstandingthedynamicsofknowledgemanagement in i t ia t ives 'andwhat

_':rsonal and organizational factols influence people,s attitudes to participating in

:.:ro1\4edge management initiatives'
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S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

The'first generation' knowledge management titerature:
the neglect of socio-cultural factors

Storey and Quintas suggest that crucial to the success of knowledge management initiatives
is that'employees are willing to share their knowledge and expertise' (2001, 359). Today, such a
statement appears commonsensical, a matter of stating the obvious. This is largely because
such an assertion can be backed by a wide range of suwey flndings (see Table 1; Cranfleld
Business School 1998; Hauschild et al.2001; Ribiere zo0r), and. case study evidence on
knowledge management initiatives (see, Empson 2001; Flood et al. 2001; Kim and
Mauborgne 1998; Morris 2001; Robertson and o'Malley Hammersley 2000). These repofts
show that human, social, and cultural factors are $.pically key determinants of the success
or failure of knowledge management initiatives, for example, with evidence suggesting that
a reluctance by workers to share, or even hoard their knowledge is not uncommon.

However, the importance of such issues has not always been recognized in the knowl-
edge management literature. In much of the earliest writing on knowledge management,
what Scarbrough and Carter (2000) refer to as the'first generation'literature (very approx-
imately all knowledge management literature before 1998), socio-cultural factors were
not accorded this level of importance. Thus before looking in detail at why human and
social factors are so important it is worth briefly looking at this early literature to help in
understanding the assumptions it was based on and why'people, questions were regarded
as of secondary importance.

A good insight into the character and assumptions of the early knowledge management
literature can be derived from a survey of it (Scarbrough et a\.1999; Scarbrough and Swan
2001)' Literature up to and including 1998 was included in the survey, and was classified
according to its primary thematic interests (see Table 4.1). This showed that almost 70 per
cent of this literature was primarily focused on IT or information-systems-related issues,
and that only 5 per cent (one in twenty articles) had a thematic emphasis on ,human

resource'issues. Thus it is in no way inaccurate to suggest that this early literature focused
primarily on technological issues, and neglected socio-cultural factors. The survey
evidence reported earlier (see Table 2) indicates that the earliest knowledge management
initiatives had a similar emphasis.

Tab le  4 .1 .  Themat ic  focus  o f  ear ly  knowledge management
l i terature (adapted f rom Scarbrough and Swan 20U,fable 2, B)

Thematic category Number %

I  nf ormation Technology

Information Systems

Strategic Management

Human Resource

Consu l tanc ies

Other

5

4

4

73

5 1

35

9

B

B

40

28

1 9
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, W H Y  S H O U L D  I  S H A R E  M Y  K N O W L E D G E ? '

Thls literature, and the earliest knowledge management initiatives, were typically

rased on a number of key assumptions:

' People will be willing to share knowledge'

. Knowledge is either codified, or is codifiable (tacit knowledge can be converted into an

expiicit form).

. Knowledge can be shared via IT systems.

The resonance between these assumptions and the obiectivist perspective on

inowledge outlined in chapter 2 should be apparent, and the vast maiodty of this early,

,T-based literature is fundamentally based on this epistemological perspective' As a

.onsequence of these assumptions the emphasis of this literature (and KM initiatives) was

:,n setting up mechanisms and a relevant (technological) infrastructule to suppolt

.nowledge management efforts of codification, and electronic knowledge diffusion'

,luestions of whether people were willing to share their knowledge, or what could be

tone to motivate them to do so, were by and large ignored. But these assumptions

iave been undermined by empirical evidence and have been widely challenged as a

:rrnselluence.

People's motivation and willingnessto share knowledge

- he title of this section contains the seeds of two important and interrelated questions'

."";hich over time gained greatel and greater prominence in the knowledge management

-rlerature:

-. \vhat is the role and significance of human motivation in knowledge-sharing

processes?

l. How willing are people to share their knowledge?

The growing critique of the flrst-generation literatule suggests that in answel to the fiISt

llestion, human motivation is of fundamental importance to knowledge-sharing

::ocesses, and that in answer to the second question, people's willingness to share their

i.rowledge should nof be taken for granted. These conclusions can be understood by look-

-::g at three specific issues (see Table 4.2), each of which are examined in turn.

Table 4.2. Factors making human motivation important to

organizational knowledge processes

Why human motivation and willingness are important to

knowledge management and sharing processes

Embodied/personal/tacit  nature of (much) knowledge

Nature of the employment relat ionship

Embeddedness of (potential for) confl ict in intra-organizational relat ions

E
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S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

The personal and embodied nature of knowledge

The first factor which helps to explain why human agency and motivation is important
to knowledge-sharing processes relates to the character of organizational knowledge. As
the previous two chapters have examined this topic in detail, relevant issues can be exam-
ined without having to restate a lot of detail. The characteristics of knowledge considered
relevant here are drawn largely from the practice-based perspective on knowledge (see

Chapter 3). This is because, in general terms, the critique of the objectivist-orientated
'first generation' knowledge management literature has been made using insights derived
from this perspective.

Primarily much organizational knowledge, rather than being explicit in a disembodied
form, is personal, tacit, and embodied in people. Thus, Kim and Mauborgne suggest,
'knowledge is a resource locked in the human mind' (1998,323). As a consequence, the
sharing and transmission of such knowiedge occurs through interaction and communica-
tion between people. Thus, the sharing and communication of knowledge requires a
willingness on the part of those who have it to participate in such processes. Or, as Flood
et al. (2001, 1153) suggest, 'the tacit knowledge . . . employees possess may be exploited
only if these workers decide to part with this knowledge on a voluntary basis.'

Furtheq challenging the tacit-explicit dichotomy of discrete knowledge tlpes as well as
acknowledging the socially and contextually embedded nature of knowledge, suggests
there are limits to the extent to which knowledge can be made explicit. Thus no matter
how willing workers may be to make their knowledge explicit, they will never be able to
make explicit al1 the assumptions and values on which it is based (often because they may
not even be aware of all of them). For example, an experienced worker who has built up

his knowledge over time will only be partly able to explicitly articulate his knowledge.
Further, other workers attempting to fully understand this knowledge will tlpically
require to directly communicate and interact with the experienced worker to help under-
stand aspects of the knowledge that could not be made explicit. Finally, and crucially, the

success of this process of knowledge-sharing, is dependent on the willingness of both
workers making the effort to actively engage in this process.

Thus, as much organizational knowledge is embodied and personal in nature, and
where there are finite limits to the extent to which this knowledge can be codifled, the
importance of the active agency of people in knowledge-sharing becomes apparent.
However, the character of knowledge provides only part of the explanation why human

and social issues are key to knowledge management initiatives. Two other issues of equal
impofiance are the nature of the employment relationship, and the natule of intra-
organizational relations. These issues help to explain why Scarbrough and Carter (2000)

suggest that it is problematic to assume that organizations represent a harmonious
environment where people are willing and happy to share their knowledge.

The nature of the employment relationship

The quotations at the start of Chapter 1 (p.1) portray knowledge as an economic asset
which is owned by organizations, and which they have the power to manage. However,

the knowledge that workers have can also be conceptualized as belonging to them rather
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, W H Y  S H O U L D  I S H A R E  M Y  K N O W L E D G E ? '

:ran the organization. From this perspective, while workers may apply, develop, and

:se their knowledge towards the achievement of organizationally directed goals and objec-

:tr-es, the knowledge is fundamentally the workers, to use as, when, where, how, and

:f they want. This highlights the potential tension between workers and the organizations

:hey work for over who owns and controls their knowledge, and points towards an

,mpoftant factor which may inhibit the willingness of workers to share their knowledge.

Ihis tension is neatly summed up by Scarbrough, who suggests that,'knowing as afi

:ctive, lived experience is in a constant state of tension with knowledge as a commodity
-.t-ithin firms and markets' (-1.999,6, emphasis in original).

Thus while the knowledge-related objectives of the organization (to utilize and develop

-<nowledge into an economic asset, and to extract economic value from it), and workers

:o sustain, develop, use, and apply their knowledge as appropdate, to derive a sense of

:npoftance from their knowledge, and to have a knowledge base which enhances or sus-

-ains their employability) may coincide, it is equally possible that they may not.

Itierefore, from a managerial perspective, the willingness of workers to use their knowl-

-dge for the achievement of organizational obiectives should not be taken for granted.

Such tensions are not new or novel. In fact they represent one of the most fundamen-

:al conflicts affecting management-worker relations. Thus, for example one of the fun-

:amental aims of Taylorism was to dispossess craft workers of their knowledge, and

=rnbody it in a system of explicit managerial principles (Jaffee 2001).

Tensions over the ownership of knowledge

' . ' : rr is (200'1 ) examined a knowledge codif icat ion project undertaken by a management

-: rsultancy. He found the codif icat ion project was signif  icantly dependent on the consultants taking

-- act ive and wil l ing part in the codif icat ion process. Morris suggests that this project represented

'- attempt by the company to assert i ts 'property r ights'over the knowledge of i ts workers, to

=::abl ish a sense of organizational ownership over i t .  In this case the workers were wil l ing to

::r icipate in the project, but this was because they considered the codif icat ion project to have sig-
- 'cant l imitat ions. Ult imately the workers perceived that any attempt to codify their knowledge

,' . :s l ikely to be part ial  and that they could thus part icipate in the project while simultaneously retain-
-;  key aspects of their knowledge that sustained their power and importance in the organization.

'  :re workers had perceived that i t  may have been possible for the organization to codify signif icant

.- I  important elements of their knowledge, would their att i tude to part icipating in the project have

:=en dif ferent?

The negative effect that conflict in the employment relationship may have on workers

,titudes to knowledge-related activities takes on added importance when recent changes

t:r the nature of the emplo).rnent relationship are taken account of. Since approximately

:re mid-1970s there has been a massive upheaval both in the structuring of organizations
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S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  i S S U E S

(withashiftawayfromhierarchical,bureaucraticstnrctureston'aldsmoreflexiblest-.u.

tures)andinthenatureof theemploymentre lat ionship. Ingeneral termsrr-orkersar*
requi redtobemoref lex ib le inthehourstheyworkandtaskstheydo,whi ies imul ta: re-
ou,ty emptoy*ent has become less Secute, and with fewer internal promotion oppo|!..:i

i t ies(the,NewDeal,Capell i lggg)'somecommentatorsarguethatthishaswitnessedthe
rise of a ,conttact culture, (Guest 1998), where workers have a limited levels oi con.

mi tmentandloyal ty totheorganizat ionstheyworkfor(seeforexample,Gal l ieet i

2001; Scase 2001; smithson u.rJ Lewis lggg).3 This therefore suggests that the potenn'a:

for conflict between the objectives of the workers and their employers over how the r'r-orkers

knowledge is utlilized may be significant'

lntra-organizational relations: the potential for conflict

Whj}eissuesotpowetandconflictarelookedatmolefullyinChapterT,theyrequireto

betouchedonhere,asonewaythat theyget 'p layedout ' is throughat t i tudestoknowl-

"[];;;;;;'""0-."iro*tion. 

primarily, the actual or perceived differences of interest
affa.f 2ftit lrdes to

;.ffi.;,J;;;";;;;;r.ups in knowledge managementproiects mav affect attitudes to
^ . ^ d : ^ +  i .  + 1 " o  f r n e l

;::ffi#i" 1"." nr""i"cts. Therefore, intergroup, or interpersona\ conflicr is ttre f,nal
- l ^ - ^  L - n r m l o d o e

i;.;;;il;"r.a *"ri" 
"elps 

explain why the wlringness of workers to share knowledge

\ial\sps\bn\\ss\e\scsss\dq(\cknowledgetnanagementpfoiects'

The contemporary knowledge literature is full of examples of where organizational

conflicts have affected attitudes to knowledge-sharing. Both Hayes and walsham (2000)

and ciborra and Patriotta (1998) illustrate how concelns by workers over the visibility of

what they said and did in electronic knowledge exchange forums affected their attitudes

topart ic ipat ion.Fur ther ,Newel leta l ' (2000)andEmpson(2001) i l lust ratedhowinter-
group conflicts and rivalries created a reluctance for intergroup knowledge-sharing'

Further, Willman et al. (2001) and Morris (2001) show how conc€rns about ,giving away,

specialist knowledge shaped attitudes towards knowledge codiflcation projects' Such acts,

as will be discussed in chapter 7, represent expressions of power, which are all the more

significantiftheknowledgeinquestionisscarceorregardedasvaluable.

can you think of an example f rom your own experience where there was interpersonal '  or Intergroup

conf l ict wlth regards to the sharing and uti l izat ion of some knowledge? what was the basis of the

conf l ict?

3 There is an extensive debate in the human resource management literature over this topic,

particularly over questions such as the degree to which managements believe in high commitment

management practices, and the level of loyalty that wolkers have for theil olSanizations'

Are fac torssuchas jobsecur i tyandpromot ionoppor tun i t ies | i ke ly toa f fec taworkers |eve lo f
organizational commitment, or wi l l ingness to share or codify their knowledge?
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, W H Y  S H O U L D  I S H A R E  M Y  K N O W L E D G E ? '

:{ayes and Walsham (2000) also show how the 'politicality' of the social context (such

:s :o whom knowledge/information is visible, and real, potential, or perceived sanctions

:: - m knowledge-sharing behaviours) can vary significantly and affect knowledge-sharing

.=tudes and behaviours. They also acknowledged that the potential for surveillance and

:: rnitoring of such behaviours was greater in electronic forums, where a permanent
'=cord of contributions and interactions was available. These issues are discussed more
.;--r- in Chapters 7 and 8.

-hus the potentially conflictual nature of organizational life combined with the fact

:-:t knowledge represents an important power resource means that it may not necessar-

-'.-'oe straightforward to get people to share their knowledge with colleagues.

What motivates people to share/hoard their knowledge?

" :r previous section looked in detail at the question of u/h/ it is important to take account

, : ruman attitudes to knowledge-sharing, which touched on how the social and cultural

- :ltext in which knowledge management initiatives occur shapes their dynamicS. This

::ds to questions of what specific aspects of the social and cultural context influences

:e.rple's attitudes to knowledge-sharing. An enormous number of surveys and case stud-

.r of knowledge management initiatives have now been conducted, which have shed

,::t on this question. In broad terms a wide range of extremely diverse factors have been
-:':nd to be relevant (Table 4.3). The managerial implications from these insights,

r,ir-ussed more fully in the following five chapters, are as profound as they are straight-
-:rrard: the success of knowledge management initiatives is crucially affected by the
,,.--:al and cultural context, and as a consequence these issues require to be properly

:::ounted for in the planning and implementation of knowledge management initiat-
::s. Ignoring them thus has potentially negative implications for the likely success of

.::r-initiative, as countless analyses illustrate (see Table 4.3). The rest of this section pro-
-.:es a brief overview of how each of these factors can affect knowledge-sharing attitudes

":-d behaviours, and points towards subsequent chapters where these issues are examined

:":,re fully. 
.

ilrrter-group and inter-personal conf lict

-.' ,tutlined above, the potential for conflicting interests in organizations is an important
-::tor that can significantly influence the attitudes of workers to share their knowledge.

:-r importance of knowledge as a signiflcant power resource amplifies the potential for

- - rflict that exists (Storey and Barnett 2000). Such conflicts can be over a wide range of

':ues (historical antagonisms and rivalries, concerns over reward and recognition,

::rmotion opportunities, disputes over the legitimacy of knowledge claims, concerns
-.'tr changes in status, and attempts to control knowledge management initiatives).

-::e dynamics of intra- and inter-group-knowledge-sharing processes are examined more
-:-lv in Chapters 5 and 6, while issues of power, politics, and conflict are examined in

-laDter 7.

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight



S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

Table 4.3. Factors affect ing people's wil l ingness to share knowledge

Factors affecting people's
wil l ingness to share knowledge

Case study examples

I  ntergroup/Personal Conf l ict

Concerns over whether status/expert ise
affected

Sense of equity/fairness in organizational
processes

Interpersonal trust

Organizational commitment?

General organizational culture

H R M Practices (reward/recognit ion)

Visibi l i ty of knowledge, att i tudes, and values
to senior level of organizational hierarchy

De Long & Fahey 2000; Empson 200' l ;
Newell  et al.  2000; Storey & Barnett 2000;
Ward 2O0O

Morris 2001; Wil lman e7 al.2001; Andrews &
Delahaye 2001

Kim & Mauborgne 1998

Andrews & Delahaye 2001; Monis & Empson
1998; Roberts 2000

Storey & Ouintas 2001; Guest & Patch 2000;
Byrne 2001

De Long & Fahey 2000; McDermott &
O'Dell  2001 ; Pan & Scarbrough 1999;
Ribiere 200i; Robertson & O'Malley Hammersley
2000; Robertson & Swan 2003

Beaumont  &  Hunter  2002;  Hansen e t  a l .  1999;
Hunter et al.2002; Jarvenpaa & Staples 2000;
Robertson & O'Malley Hammersley 2000; Swart &
Kinnie 2003

Ciborra and Patr iotta 1998; Hayes &
Walsham 2000

Empson (2001) provides a vivid example of such a conflict, and how it impacted on
knowledge-sharing processes. She studied attempts to integrate the knowledge bases of
companies following mergers and acquisitions (in accounting and consultancy compa-
nies). This study found wide-ranging resistance to the knowledge sharing/integration
process between staff from the consulting companies being merged, based on perceived
differences in the quality and character of their knowledge bases (such as the degree of
tacitness), conflicting images of the companies being merged/ and fears related to the
potential negative consequences from participating in the process.

Equity and fairness

Kim and Mauborgne (1998), based on a study of senior managers from a small number of
case-study organizations, suggest that the willingness of workers to share their knowledge
can be related to whether they perceived a sense of'procedural justice'to exist in their
organization. Procedural justice represents the extent to which organizational decision-
making processes are fair, with fairness being related to how much people are involved in
decision-making, the clarity of communication regarding why decisions are made, as well
as a clarity of expectations. They suggest that when all these factors are in place workers

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight



, W H Y  S H O U L D  I S H A R E  M Y  K N O W L E D G E ? '

--l feel valued for their intellectual capabilities and skills. Kim and Mauborgne argue that
---iking workers feel valued can impact on attitudes towards knowledge-sharing, 'when
- ::r' felt that their ideas and person were recognized through fair process, they were

-,ling to share their knowledge and give their all' (1998,332). Conversely, they argue
-"-;t rvhen workers do not believe procedural justice exists, workers are likely to hoard
'--=tr knowledge, and be less willing to participate in team-based cooperative work. This

;dv suggests that organizations can significantly influence such attitudes through the
,r' they manage their decision-making processes. The way in which organizational

, --ture, and the use of specific human resource management policies can affect attitudes
' *nowledge-sharing are explored in Chapter 9.

- - .  'evel of equity do workers expect f  rom the organizations they work in? For example, with
: l :- ls to involvement in decision-making, what type of decisions, and what levels of involvement do
- ' . : ' s  reqard  as  fa i r?

nterpersonal trust

- 
.-.re is currently an enormous interest, and quantity of writing on the topic trust, with

-- :;h of the contemporary literature considering how trust underpins effective group
:king, and interpersonal interaction (Jarvenpaa and Leidner 1999; Maznevski and

:-;doba 2000; Meyerson et al. 1996; Nandhakumar 1999; Newell and Swan 2000). The
--cial role of trust in facilitating knowledge-related processes is also being recognized
.-:rdrews and Delahaye20Ol; Davenport and Prusak 1998; Mclnerney and LeFevre 2000;

: rerts 2000). Fundamentally, a lack of trust between individuals is likely to inhibit the
: , :int to which people are willing to share knowledge with each other. This is because a
::i of trust creates uncertainty and risk (or the perception of a risk) that all parties may

- : participate, or beneflt equally, and that due to opportunistic behaviour, someone may
i= out from sharing their knowledge (for example, by getting nothing in return).
l-.r example, Andrews and Delahaye (2000) in a study of attitudes to knowledge-

'..ing by scientists found that perceptions of trustworthiness were crucially important
'. 'raplng who the scientists examined were willing to share their knowledge with. They
: '.jde a quotation from one of their interviewees who illustrated this by saying,

' " , r haven't got trust and confidence then it doesn't matter what else you've put in place, or what
::.:: strucfures you put in place to try and encourage cooperation, it's not going to happen' (804).

!,'l r.u.,
E - :
-  

-s : referstothebel ie fpeoplehaveabout thel ike lybehaviourofothers,andtheassumpt ionthat they
^cnour their obligations (not acting opportunistically). A trusting relationship is based on an

- *:;ctation of reciprocity or mutual benefit.

r
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S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

The issue of trust highlights how the character of interpersonal relations crucially

affects knowledge-sharing attitudes and behaviours. From a managerial point of view,

sensitivity to the character of existing social relations, combined with attempting to

facilitate trust-based relations may have a crucial impact on knowledge management

initiatives. Finally, an issue explored further in Chapter 8 is how social relations and

the development and maintenance of trust are affected when they are electronically

mediated, through information and communication technologies.

Level of organizational commitment

A number of articles suggest that the level of commitment workers feel for the organiza-

tions they work in may affect both their knowledge sharing attitudes and behaviours as

well as their level of loyalty (Byrne 2001; Guest and Patch 2000; Storey and Quintas 2001;

Scarbrough and Carter 2000). While there is some empirical evidence that shows that

loyatty levels are affected by organizational commitment (Buck and Watson 2O02; Chen

and Francesco 2000; Sturges and Guest 2001), there is no empirical evidence which shows

how knowledge-sharing attitudes and behaviours are connected to commitment levels.

Thus, the relationship between knowledge-sharing attitudes and organizational commit-

ment is, at this point in time, somewhat theoretical and tentative.

Organizational commitment also connects with the issue trust. The degree to which

the trust placed in organizations by their workers is fulfilled represents one of the main

factors underpinning their level of organizationai commitment (Guest and Conway

1999) The topic of organizational commitment will be revisited in Chapter 9, where it will

be seen that developing commitment can be seen as part of an organization's knowl-

edge management strategy as it can prevent the loss of valuable knowledge through

increasing staff retention levels.

The sense of emotional attachment that people feel to the organizations they work for, which may be

reflected in value alignment and common goals.

Human resource management and culture management practices

An extensive amount of the knowledge management literature has shown how the cul-

ture of an organization, as well as the human resource management practices it utilizes

(such as systems of pay and recognition, training, character of working conditions) can

crucially impact on knowledge management initiatives (Hansen et aI. 1999; Hislop 1999;

Hunter and Beaumont2OO2; McDermott and O'Dell 2001; Pan and Scarbrough1999;

Robertson and O'Malley Hammersley 2000). Two impacts these factors have is that not

only can they affect the attitudes and behaviour of workers to knowledge management

initiatives, but they can also affect staff retention levels. These issues are illustrated in the

example below and are examined more fully in Chapter 9'
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, W H Y  S H O U L D  I S H A R E  I \ 4 Y  K N O W L E D G E ? '

The role of culture management and HRM policies in facilitating
knowledge-sharing

: :cer tson and O'Mal ley Hammersley (2000) considered how the HRM and cul ture management
: - ' : t ices of  Expert  Consul t ing,  a specia l is t  UK consul t ing company,  shaped the at t i tudes of  thei r
- :^sul tants to share thei r  knowledge.  The study found that  Expert  Consul t ing used a wide range
- ' - lRM pract ices to achieve th is ,  inc luding recru i tment  and select ion (where workers were
-- :sen for  how wel l  they f i t ted wi th the knowledge-shar ing cul ture) ;  t ra in ing and development
',  ̂ ere workers had a lot of autonomy to decide on their own training and development require-

-: 'rts); lob design (where the workers were granted significant autonomy over how they
:-ked) ;  and the development  of  a cul ture of  in formal i ty  and openness to knowledge-shar ing.

- - :  
s tudy concluded that  Expert  Consul t ing was successfu l  in  i ts  endeavours,  which was v is ib le

-':n the fact that not only were its workers wil l ing to proactively share their knowledge, but that
: :  'e tent ion rates were s igni f  icant ly  h igher  than the industry  average.

Concerns over the visibility of interactions

---rth Hayes and Walsham (2000) and Ciborra and Patriotta (1998) showed how concern
:"' rvotkers over the visibility of their opinions to senior management inhibited their
rrrticipation in electronic knowledge exchange forums. These concerns were related to
-tiv this information/knowledge might be used, or interpreted by senior managers. For
=rample, ciborra and Patriotta (1998, 50) showed that in one of the groupware systems
.:ev studied contribution levels changed dramatically following comments put on the
:-.'stem by a 'very senior manager'. Their research showed that '[t]his ,intrusion,.. .
::ovoked a panic reaction amongst employees and contributed to a freeze in the use of
::e system for some months.' Primarily in both studies, workers were loath to express

:inions which might be seen as not complying with managerial perspectives in forums
r';hich were transparent and widely used. This theme connects closely with the issue of
- tn-er, which is explored more fully in Chapter 7.

-:  'v typical are the f indings of Hayes and Walsham, and Ciborra and Patr lotta? l f  workers are awaTe
--i :  their knowledge and values wil l  be visible to senior management, are they l ikely to censor, or
* :  Cify how they act, and what they say?

Co ncerns about power/status/expertise

- he flnal issue considered in this chapter which has been found to influence people's
-.nowledge-sharing attitudes and behaviour is the extent to which people's power, status,
:nd expertise is affected, or the extent to which they perceive it will be affected, by
tarticipating in knowledge-sharing processes. These perceptions and concerns can have
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S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

positive or negative effects on knowledge-sharing behaviour, dependent upon how
workers perceive their power, status, and expertise will be affected. On the positive side,
the Morris example outlined earlier in the chapter (see p. 47) showed how consultants
had a positive attitude to an organizational knowledge codification project, as they
perceived that participating in the project would not jeopardize crucial elements of their
specialist knowledge and expertise, and the status and power which they derived from
having it. willman et al. (2001) outline a more negative example, where traders in
London's financial markets occasionally refrained from codifying elements of their tacit
knowledge, due to the financial benefits, and status they believed they could derive from
personally retaining, or 'hoarding' it. This issue connects closely to the topic of trust
discussed above, as the degree of trust people have in their colleagues and employers will
affect the risks and rewards they perceive to exist from participating in knowledge
management initiatives.

These anxieties highlight a dilemma for workers related to participating in knowledge
management initiatives: whether to share or hoard knowledge. Sharing knowledge has the
potential benefits of improving a person's status as well as creating opportunities for
the development of new knowledge, but has the risk that it involves workers ,giving away,
the source of their expertise, status, and power. However, the opposite strategy of hoard-
ing has its own risks and advantages. The advantage of hoarding is that it may protect an
individual's expertise, but runs the risk of the importance of their knowledge not being
recognized and rewarded. These issues will be explored more fullv in chaoter 7.

Conclusion

The chapter has outlined the limitations of the first-generation knowledge management
literature, which so conspicuously played down socio-cultural issues. The critique of this
perspective has revealed the substantial limitations of much of this earlv literature, and
has shown that:

1. Human, social, and cultural factors are fundamental to understanding both the
attitudes of workers to knowledge management initiatives and the dynamics of
knowledge management processes.

2' It is problematic to assume that people will be willing to actively participate in
knowledge management initiatives.

These conclusions stem from three factors. Firstly, that much organizational knowledge
is personal and embodied, requiring the willingness of its possessor for it to be shared,
codified, etc. Secondly, the nature of the employment relationship means that in relation
to knowledge management initiatives the interests of workers, and their employers may
not always be compatible. Finally, the typically conflictual nature of intra-organizational
relations means that control over knowledge and knowledge management initiatives in
organizations are likely to be contested. The chapter also illustrated the wide range of
specific factors which can influence people's willingness to share knowledge.
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, W H Y  S H O U L D  I  S H A R E  M Y  K N O W L E D G E ? '

Finally, the most important managerial implication flowing from the issues addressed
-:: this chapter are that attention requires to be paid to the character of the socio-cultural
: --'ntext, and that a lack of sensitivity to it is likely to jeopardize the success of any knowl-
. :re management initiative.

nrvrew-rau.s$i$:g$1ffi,",r, +i!fi,rffr:iiuiltti.iiil
I  3ased on your own experience, what has been the att i tudes of work col leagues to shalng

:^eir knowledge? Have you found them to be wil l ing to share, or has hoarding been more
:, 'oical? what are the most important factors which explain this behaviour?

2 -ow compatible have your and your employing organlzation's interests been with regard to-ow you have used your knowledge? Have the organization,s goals and your own always
:een harmonious, or have there been any confl ict and tensions over how vou use vour
<rowledge?

I -ave you found trust to be an important factor underpinning att; tudes to knowledge-sharing?
-ave you had any experiences where a Iack of trust has lnhibited knowledge-sharing, or
, ' , ,here the existence of trust has faci l i tated i t?

r u r t r r*: R$4jqJ$ilfii;,1ij:

'  -  Storey, and E. Barnett (2000). 'Knowledge 
Management Init iat ives: Learning from Failure,,

- ournal of Knowledge Management, 412:1 4b_56.
Sase study of a failed knowtedge management initiative, which reveals the internat potitics and
:cnflrcts that can affect knowledge management initiatives.

n - Scarbroush (1999). 'Knowledge 
as Work: Confl icts in the Management of Knowtedge workers,,

=:hnology Anolysis ond Strategic Manogement, 11lj:5_16.
icnsiders the r'ssues and dilemmas involved in organEatrcns attempting to motivate knowledge
.','orkers to share their knowledge

o - Hunter, P Beaumont, and M. Lee (2002). 'Knowledge Management practice in Scott ish Law= rms' , Humon Resource MancsgementJournol, j212.4_21 .
)'esents case study evidence of the type of knowtedge management strategies utitized by some
Scottish Law firms, and considers the imprications for the HRM function.

r - Empson (2001). 'Fear of Exploitat ion and Fear of Contamination: lmpediments to Knowledge-'ansfer 
in Mergers between professional Service Firms,, Human Relot ions,5417:83g_62.

)etailed case study examining reluctance of workers to share knowledge with new correagues'cllowing a merger.
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Communities of pra ctice

Introduction

In the vast literature on knowledge management that has been produced, the concept of
'communities of practice' has been one of the most popular. Thus Edwards et al. (2003),
in a survey of KM academics and practitioners, found that they represented the second
most important concept developed in this literature. Unsurprisingly, therefore, an enor-
mous number of articles have used it to understand the dynamics of organizational
knowledge processes (for example, Baumard 1999; Brorrm and Duguid 2001; DeFillippi
and Arthur 1998; Pan and Scarbrough 1999). More prescriptively, a growing number of
rvriters suSSest that developing communities of practice can be key to the success of
knowledge management initiatives (for example Bate and Roberts 2oo2; wafi. z0oo:
\Venger 1998; Wenger et al.2OO2).

Communities of practice are informal groups of people who have some work-related
activity in common. As will be seen, the communities of practice literature is most closely
associated with the practice-based perspective on knowledge, as it assumes that the
knowledge people have is embedded in, and inseparable from, the (collectively based)
activities that people carry out. The informality of these communities stems from the fact
that they emerge from the social interactions that are a necessary part of the work activ-
ities that people undertake. Further, while most of the literature on communities of practice
iocuses on organizationally speciflc communities, communities can span organizational
boundaries (Brown and Duguid 2001). For example, Gittelman and Kogut (2003) analyse
the researchers involved in the Unites States' biotechnology industry as constituting a
community of practice.

While communities of practice may appear to be a totally new concept, discovered and
developed within the knowledge management literature, this is not the case. For exa-
mple, in the area of industrial sociology there has been an interest in the closely related
concept of 'occupational communities', which significantly predates the emergence of
knowledge management (Salaman I974; van Maanen and Barley 1984). The invisibility
of this literature stems from the fact that almost without exception it is ignored by
knowledge management writers.

This chapter has a very specific focus, discussing and analysing the intemal dynamics of
communities of practice. The character and d1'namics of inter-community knowledge
processes are explored in Chapter 6. Chapters 5 and 6 can therefore can be read together,
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E S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

as they both examine the dynamics of group-based knowledge processes. The reason for
doing this in two rather than one chapter is that, as will be discussed more fully in
chapter 6, the character and dynamics of intra- and inter-community knowledge
processes are qualitatively different. Further, the dynamics of knowledge processes within
'virtual' communities are discussed in Chapters 8 and 12.

Defining and characterizing communities of practice

Communities of practice are groups of individuals and workersa who have some form
of practice in common, for example, an informal group of IT staff within an organ-
ization which has responsibility for designing and maintaining similar IT systems.
These groups are typically informal, and ad hoc in nature, developing out of the
communication and interaction which is a necessary part of most work activities. Unlike
formalized workgroups, and teams, they do not represent a part of the formal organiza-
tional structure and therefore typically do not appear on organization charts (see
Table 5.1).

Table 5.1. Difference between a CoP and formal work groups

Community of practice Organizational work group or team

Objective

Focus of efforts

Membersh ip

Government of
Internal structure

External system of
management & control

Time frame

Evolving
Shaped by common values
lnternal ly negotiated

Col lect ive pracLice/klowledge

Voluntary

Consensually negotiated
Non-hierarchical

Self-managing
In fo rmat ,  inLerpersona l  re la t ions

I ndef ini te, rnternal ly negotiated

Clear, formally defined
External ly determined

Provide specif ic service and/or product

Typical ly formalized and delegated
(though occasional ly voluntary)

Formalized division of labour
Hierarchical structure
Individual ized roles & responsibi l i t ies

Formalized relat ions defined by
organizational hierarchy
Performance monitoring against
c n o e i f i n  + r r ^ a + c  n ^ . l c

Permanent, or with f ini te
t ime-frame/ob ject ive

a Communities of practice do not exist solely within business organizations. For example, one of
the examples of a community provided by Lave and Wenger (1991) was of non-drinking, recovering
alcoholics. However, in this chapter, the focus is narrowly on communities of Dractice within a work-
place context.
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C O I V M U N I T I E S  O F  P R A C T I C E

Gas appliance service engineers: a community of practice

- Gas-co, the UK's largest gas supply and service company, service engineers are home-based

,vorkers, who have no formal off ice space. The training of new engineers occurs through attend-

:nce at a number of formal, classroom-based training courses, as well  as more informally, through

; 'buddy system'. The buddy system operates for 26 weeks, and involves new engineers

."orking along beside experienced engineers, and consti tutes a form of on-the-job training. The
^dividual ized nature of the work, combined with the lack of an off ice base makes communication

:rd interaction between engineers dif f icult .  However, a strong sense of group identi ty is main-

-: ined through regular phone contacts with col leagues, and frequent formal and informal face{o-
'ace group meetings. For example, i f  engineers f ind situations where they are unsure what to do,

:,pical ly they phone up col leagues. Further, to ensure regular face-to-face contact many engi-
-eers arrange to go to the parts depot simultaneously, and use this opportunity to have coffee

. ' , , th each other, social ize, and share stories regarding their work.

I ven the individual ized nature of the work, and the informal nature of much of the interpersonal
^:eractions, is there a r isk that part icularly shy people, or people who are not l iked by their col leagues
,", I  not be f ul ly integrated into the community, and may not benef i t  f  rom the knowledge and information
-.^ared by others? ls this a potential negative side of al l  communit ies, where membership is affected by
:: 'sonali ty+elated factors, which can lead to exclusion or the weak inteqration of some people?

Such groups have traditionally been treated with hostility by senior management, who
nay be concerned about how these groups may undermine formal structures and systems
Brown and Duguid 1991,). However, more and more, as part of knowledge management

-nitiatives/ organizations are attempting to deliberately support and develop commun-
,ties of practice due to their perceived benefits in relation to knowledge processes (see
:elow). By their very nature, howevet, communities of practice are not easily amenable to
leliberate management and control. The contradictions of attempting to formalize such
-nherently informal interactions are not insignificant, and will be discussed later.

Be 
community of practice

, l  group of people who have a part icular act ivi ty in common, and as a consequence have some common
, rowledge, a sense of community identi ty, and some element of overlapping values

Premisses

,lte community of practice concept is based on tvvo central premisses: the practice-based
-rspective on knowledge, and the group based-character of organizational activity. The pri-
rary relevance of the practice-based perspective on knowledge stems from the assumption
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E S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

in the communities of practice literature that knowing and doing are inseparable, as
undertaking speciflc tasks requires the use and development of embodied knowledge. Thus,
Broum and Duguid (199I, 43) argue that 'learning-in-working is an occupational necessity'
and that carrying out work activities also involves the 'situated production of understand-
ing' (199I,44).s

The second major premiss is that organizational activities are tlpically collective,
involving the coordinated interaction of groups of workers (see for example, Barnes 1,977;
Brown and Duguid 1998; Gherardi et al. 1998; McDermott 1999). Thus, one common fea-
ture of virtually every type of work imaginable, from office cleaning to management con-
sulting, is that they involve an element of coordination and interaction with co-workers,
subordin ates and/or supervisors.

Therefore, while the knowledge that members of a community of practice have and
develop is highly personal, there is an extent to which much of this knowledge is simul-
taneously shared within a community. From an objectivist perspective on knowledge, the
common knowledge shared by the workers in a community of practice is collective/group
knowledge (with both tacit and explicit elements-seeTable 2.4).

Lave and Wenger (1991), who are typically acknowledged as being instrumental in the
development and elaboration of the community of practice concept, define them as a
community of practitioners within which situational learning develops, which results in
the community developing, 'a set of relations among persons, activity and the world,
(98). Extrapolating from this definition communities of practice can be seen to have three
deflning characteristics, all of which flow from the community members' involvement in
some shared activities (Table 5.2). Firstly, participants in a community possess and
develop a stock of common, shared knowledge. Secondly, communities tlpically also
develop shared values and attitudes, a common 'world-view'. Boland and Tenkasi (1995)
referred to the process of developing and communicating such views, 'perspective mak-
ing' (see Chapter 3). Finally, and equally importantly, members of communities also pos-
sess a sense of communal identity (Brown and Duguid 2001). These elements of a
community develop not only through the physical activities involved in collectively car-
rying out the communities tasks, but also through language and communication. Thus,
for example, stories, or specialist jargon can be regarded as a part of the collective knowl-
edge of the group, whose use by group members contributes to their sense of collective
identity and shared values.

Table 5.2. Generic characteristics of
communitles of practice

Characteristics of CoPs

1. Body of common knowledge/practice
2. Sense of shared identi ty
3. Some common or overlapping values

s Brown and Duguid take this quotation from Orr (1990).
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C O M M U N I T I E S  O F  P R A C T I C E

.\ useful way to illustrate these characteristics is through an example. Trowler and
:mer (2002) illustrate how the Deaf Studies group of an English University constitutes a

- rmmunity of practice. This group consists of three hearing academics (who are fluent in
,.1n ianguage) and three deaf academics. The shared practice of this community consti-
.:tes both the teaching of the Deaf Studies curriculum, as well as research conducted by
::e group on a range of issues affecting deaf people. This group has a strong sense of
: tllective identity, as well as a belief in a common goal (contributing to the education
- deaf people and their integration in society, raising awareness of the social issues

':fecting deaf people, and furthering knowledge on the issues which affect deaf people
:::rough carrying out research). While the group communicates both internally and
:\temally in both sign language and English, the shared language of the group is arguably
,:in language. The study also showed how the use of English language, and the
:rglish language protocols embedded in certain formal meetings and group forums, rep-
::sented a form of power that significantly disadvantaged the deaf members of the work-
.::g group.

--:  you or have you ever been a member of a community of practice? What role, i f  any, did language
- . :e form of special ist jargon and shared stories play in the development and reinforcement of the
.  :  rmun i ty?

Communities of practice are highly dynamic, evolving as new members become
'rsorbed into a community, as existing members leave, and as the knowledge and prac-
:ces of the community evolves with changing circumstances. Learning and knowledge
:';olution are therefore inherent and fundamental aspects of the dynamics of commun-
.:es of practice, which helps explain why one of the main contexts in which the commun-
::1' of practice concept originated and developed was in the organizational learning
-.:erature.

Lave and Wenger (1991) used the term 'legitimate peripheral participation' to charac-
:erize the process by which people learn and become socialized into being a member of a
,ommunity. This process is based on 'triadic' group relations involving masters (or 'old

-:mers'), young masters (or'journeymen'), and apprentices (or'newcomers'). Apprentices
.earn from watching and communicating with the master and other members of the
rommunity, and start as peripheral members, participating initially in relatively straight-
:orward tasks. However, over time, as the apprentices become competent with these basic
>kills, they gradually become introduced to more complex tasks. Legitimate peripheral
:articipation is thus the process by which newcomers to a community acquire the know-
-edge required to be a community member, through gradually increasing levels of particip-

"itiln rn community activities, during which time they simultaneously move from being
:eripheral members of the community to become more central andlegitimate members of
::. Informal learning from other group members is a key element of this process, or as
Trowler and Turner (2002,242) suggest, 'learning to become an organizational member is
:ar more a question of socialization than of formal learning.'

r
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g S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

Hutchins ( '1 993) describes the process of learning and social izat ion that apprentice naval quarter-

masters undergo (this study is also described and analysed by Fox 2000). Naval quartermasters

are  respons ib le  fo r  ma in ta in ing  a  cont inuous  log  o f  a  sh ip 's  pos i t ion .  Whi le  much o f  th is  work  i s

relat ively sol i tary, key aspects (such as entering and leaving port) require a team of quartermas-

ters to work together. Learning to be a quartermaster typical ly takes about one year. The preferred

way that establ ished quartermasters l ike to train new ones is through on the job learning. Over

the year that i t  takes to learn to be a quartermaster, newcomers begin by doing relat ively routine

and straightforward tasks (such as taking bearings). Once such ski l ls have been mastered,

apprentices gradually become al lowed to do more complex tasks, such as integrating al l  the dif-

ferent readings together, and interpreting the information. By the end of the year they wil l  have

become more central,  experienced, and establ ished members of their community, and wil l  be in

a posit ion to train other new apprentices.

What is the potential for confl ict between the establ ished quartermasters and the apprentices? ls i t
possible that the establ ished quartermasters may feel resentful towards and threatened by the
apprentices, whom they may regard as providing a potential chal lenge to their status and authority?
Further, can such tensions be manaqed and minimized2

Communities of practice and the organizational knowledge base

The communities of practice literature, building from insights developed using the practice-
based perspective on knowledge (see Chapter 3), suggests that the knowledge base of
organizations can be conceptualized as a 'community-of-communities' (Brown and
Duguid l99l), or more poetically, a'constellation of communities' (Gherardi and
Nicolini 2002;Ward 2001). Thus, rather than the organizational knowledge base being a
coherent and unitary body of knowledge, it can more accurately be conceptualized as
fragmented, being constituted by a diverse range of localized bodies of specialist know-
ledge possessed by specific communities. While the knowledge base of these communities
is overlapping and interdependent, with an element of common knowledge existing
(Kogut and Zander 1992), much of the knowledge contained within these organizational
communities is localized and specialized in nature, having limited relevance beyond its
specific context of application.

However, the character and structure of organizational knowledge bases varies signific-
antly between organizations (see for example Empson 20Ol; Lam 1997). This is because,
as Brown and Duguid suggest (1998,98),'the distribution of knowledge in an organiza-
tion . . . as a whole, reflects the social division of labour.' Thus the way in which work
activities are structured within organizations will affect the character of the organiza-
tional knowledge base. For example, compare the case of the pension company described
immediately below, where business units are structured by product, to the example

Legitimate peripheral participation: naval quaftermasters
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C O M M U N I T I E S  O F  P R A C T I C E

described in chapter 3 (see p. 35-6) where business units were structured into geographicregions' while the knowledge base in both cases is fragmented, the character of the\nowledge bases reflects the different ways in which work is structured.

l rs iness in  UK-pension,  one of  the UK's rargest  and most  recogniz ibre pensions companres had
-::::": l l ::::::T::Y"^11_o:ind th:ir two main producr areas, pensions and rire assurance-ese djvisions were run as separate businesses, with thejr own, dist inct rranagement struc-:-res, staff ,  business processes, rrsystems, and customerbases. Further, there had historicary:een l i t t le interaction between them communication only occurred within the divisions, and-:ver between them This resulted in the development of two separate and specral ized knowl-

:;1:: : l rr . i t ies, 
which onty had knowtedse of therr own customers, tT systems, and workins

one il lustration of the extent of this was in the fact that there was no sharing of customer-'ormation Neither division had any straightforward way of f inding out whether any of their cus-:lrers had business in the other division, and it was impossibre for customers wrth products in::th divisions to get a single, summarized statement of their totar portforio. Further, the auto--:my of these divisions was such that the evolution and deveropment of their working practices,- -e upgradrng of  thei r  lT: n s F o r exa m o, ", ".. n :l;I;lil ;.lT i lff .',;i:i', :1.1, ""# ilfl 
';ffi 

il:il:i: :: : **;:-em These systems and working procedures were so different that administrative staff in the::lsrons division would not have been able to use the rr systems in the rite assurance divisjon.', :hout substantial trainrng, and vtce versa.

chapters r2-'l'4 examine the character of the knowledge base in three generic organ_-zational contexts (virtual organizations, global multinationals, and knowledge-intensiverrganizations), which consider how these affect and are affected by organizationaliaowledge management initiatives.

Communities of practice and intra-community
knowledge processes

\lmost universally' the communities of practice literature considers communities of prac-.ice to be advantageous for both individuars and organizations. Thus they provide work-crs with a sense of collective identity, and a social context in which they can etfectivelyJevelop and utilize theirknowledge- For organizations, they can provide a vitar source of:nnovation. The knowledge management literature, which has utilized the communities-rf practice concept, strongly argues that they can facilitate organizational knowledgeDrocesses (Table 5'3)' The rest of this section considers the potential benefits in terms ofinowledge processes that communities of practice can provide.

Communities of practice and the structuring of work
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S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

Table 5.3. Knowledge-related benefi ts of Cops

Benefits of CoPs in terms of
organizational knowledge processes

Case study examples

Underpin organizational innovativeness
(through the creation, development and
application of knowledge)

Faci l i tate knowledge-sharing and support
and encourage ind iv idua l  and group learn ing

Amidon 1998; Brown & Duguid 1991 ; Dougherty
2001 ; Liedtka 1999; Mitsuru 1999; Wenger 1998;
Wenger & Snyder 2000

Bate & Roberts 2002; Brown & Duguid 1998;
DeFil l ippi & Arthur 1998; Gittelman & Kogut 2003;
Hildreth et al 2000; l les 1994; Lave & Wenger 1991 ;
McDermott '1 999; Raelin 1997; Ward 2000

In terms of knowledge processes, communities of practice have the potential to provide
benefits in two broad areas. Firstly, communities of practice can underpin levels of organ-
izational innovativeness through supporting and encouraging the creation, development,
and use of knowledge. Thus, orr (1990) showed how the community of practice that
existed amongst Xerox's photocopy repair engineers allowed these workers to develop
their knowledge and understanding through solving problems that could not be cor-
rected by simply following the knowledge encoded in instruction manuals. Secondly, the
common knowledge possessed by members of a community of practice/ combined with
their sense of collective identity, and system of shared values means they have the poten-
tial to facilitate individual and group learning, and the sharing of knowledge within the
community.

Hildreth et al.  (2000) examined an international ly distr ibuted community of practice within the lT
support function of the research department in a 'major international company'.  The group of lT
support managers studied, while being international ly distr ibuted (primari ly in the UK, and the USA),
had a common sense of purpose, a shared sense of identi ty, and i ts own special ist language and
terminology. While the main form of interaction between group members in the UK and American
sites was through e-mail ,  voice mail ,  and a telephone-based video l ink, the twice yearly face-to-face
meetings the group had also played a key role. These face-to-face meetings, much more than the
electronical ly mediated interactions, helped in the development of a sense of community identi ty
and strengthened the interpersonal relat ions between community members. During the research
undertaken, the group were observed, while working on a col laborative task, the development of a
common planning document. This task, which involved communication and interaction between
staff in the UK and the USA, was made possible by the shared sense of identi ty and common
knowledge that these workers had. Further, the process of producing the document i tself  helped
sustain and reinforce the sense of community that existed between these workers.

Knowledge-sharing within a community of practice
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C O M M U N I T I E S  O F  P R A C T I C E

Fig .  5 .1 .  How communi t ies  o f  p rac t ice  underp in  knowledge processes

-: .v important is face-to-face contact in helping to sustain communit ies of practice? ls i t  possible for
- -  ̂ -munit ies to develop and survive without any face-to-face contact at al l  between members?

The advantages of communities of practice in enabling such knowledge processes are
-,lsely related to the elements that members of a community share. As outlined earlier,
:-.embers of a community of practice, not only have a stock of common knowledge, but
.->o have a shared sense of identity, and some overlapping, common values. The simul-
.;leous existence of these elements enables knowledge processes, as they simplify the
- ,mmunication of knowledge that is inherently sticky: tacit knowledge. This is for two
:.lsons. Firstly, the existence of these three elements make appreciating the taken-for-
.:3nted assumptions, and values which underpin tacit knowledge easier to understand.
: =condly, the existence of these elements is likely to produce and sustain trust-based rela-
:,.'ns, creating social conditions that are conducive to knowledge-sharing (see Figure 5.1).

Managing communities of practice

:: discussing the topic of how to explicitly manage communities of practice, the difficul-
-=s, contradictions, and risks of (attempting to) do this require to be highlighted. The
: , rtradictions and difficulties related to managing communities of practice stem from
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S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

their fundamentally informal, emelgent, and somewhat ad hoc natule (see Table 5.1).

These characteristics mean that communities of practice are not easily amenable to top-

down control. Communities of practice are autonomous, self-managing systems, which

can exist and flourish without the need for any senior management support (Baumard

1999). Managerial attempts to control and influence communities of practice may there-

fore conflict with a community's system of self-management. Thus, the risk, in attempting

to explicitly manage communities of practice is that such attempts may in fact have adverse

effects on the community, and the very knowledge processes that such efforts are intended

to support and develop. For example, one specific risk may be that attempts to formalize a

community may introduce dgidities which inhibit its innovativeness or adaptability.

However, despite these difficulties and potential problems, more and more organiza-

tions are attempting to develop and support communities of practice as part of their

knowledge management initiatives. This section considers the ways in which this can be

done. Due to the narrow focus of this chapter, only issues related to managing and sup-

porting individual communities and intracommunity knowledge processes are exam-

ined. The managerial implications of coordinating intercommunity relations and

knowledge processes are discussed separately, in Chapter 6.

In general terms, the knowledge management literature advocates two main ways in

which communities of practice could, or should be managed. Firstly, it is argued that their

management should be done with a 'light touch'. Secondly, all management inteNen-

tions should reinforce the essential attributes of communities that make them so effective

at facilitating knowledge processes.

Two advocates of the 'light touch' approach to managing communities of practice are

McDermott (1999), and Ward (2000). Thus, McDelmott suggests that organizations

should, 'develop natural knowledge communities without formalizing them' (110).

Ward, utilizing a garden metaphor, argues that communities of practice require to be,
'tended and nurtured rather than commanded and controlled' (a). The gardening

metaphor, suggesting the communities of practice have organic qualities and are contin-

ually adapting and evolving, usefully captures the informal and emergent aspect of com-

munities of practice. However, the limitation of this managerial advice is that it is

somewhat vague and lacking in detail. Thus, the analyses that advocate such an approach

t)?ically fail to provide specific details on what the 'light touch' management approach

looks l ike, or consists of.

More concrete is the second type of advice, to reinforce the best attributes of commun-

ities of practice. This advice covers a range of issues including:

o Emphasize practice-based, peer-supported learning methods rather than formalized,

classroom-based methods as this reinforces the existing ways that communities learn

and share knowledge (Brown and Duguid 1991; Stamps 2000).

. Avoid privileging formal objectified knowledge, as this leads to a neglect of the 'non-

canonical' tacit, plactice-based knowledge developed by communities (Brown and

Duguid 1991).

. Due to the significant length of time required fot communities of practice to develop

(to allow the creation of a common perspective, and a stock of common knowledge, as

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight



C O I V  I \ 1 U N  I T I  E S  O F  P R A C T I C E

',rell as a sense of collective identity) continuity is important (Baumard 1999). Overly

discontinuous social relations are thus likely to hamper their development.

. Find, nurture, and support existing communities (McDermott 1999). McDermott

suggests that the best way to do this is reinforce each communities systems of self-

management, for example strengthening their existing mechanisms for social interac-

tion, and providing them with adequate autonomy to allow them to decide and control

both what knowledge is important, as well as how it should be organized and shared.

Therefore, a significant amount of advice exists on how communities of practice can

.cst be supported. However, ironically, much of this advice suggests that the best way to

:tanage communities is to provide them the autonomy to manage themselves.

- .  cur work experience, what has management att i tudes to communit ies of practice been? Were
-:v aware of them? Were they hosti le to them? Were they given autonomy to be self-managing? Or,
,='e attempts made to faci l i tate and manage them? Further, did these att i tudes and behaviours

,: tate or inhibit  the operation of these communit ies?

Disadvantages of communities of practice for
knowledge processes

rs outlined earlier, much of the communities of practice literature presents communities

'r a very positive light, suggesting that in relation to knowledge processes they are largely

,: exclusively beneficial for organizations. However, the Iimitation of this idealistic char-

:cterization of communities is that it creates a blindness to the range of potential ways in
-,thich they may inhibit organizational knowledge processes. Thus, while communities of

:ractice may facilitate processes of knowledge-sharing, they also have the potential to

-nhibit them. Arguably much of the communities literature has thus provided a some-
',ihat one-sided, and unbalanced analysis of communities of practice. To avoid the same

rroblem it is necessary to consider the potential dark side of communities of practice.

Irr-o specific issues are examined here: first, how power and conflict can shape the inter-

::al dl,namics of communities; and secondly, the way communities may develop 'blinkers'

',thich can inhibit innovations and intercommunity interaction. The issue of knowledge

hoarding'within a community is discussed in Chapter 6, as this is related to intercommun-

-iv relations. The issues considered here relate primarily to intracommunity dynamics.

Power, conflict, and the internal dynamics of communities

.\s will be seen in Chapter 7, one of the major criticisms of the majority of the mainstream

\nowledge management literature is the neglect of issues of power and conflict. The

communities of practice literature is no exception to this, and thus, generally, issues of

power and conflict within communities are either typically downplayed or ignored. In

5ituated Leaming (1991) Lave and Wenger, as will be seen beloq do discuss these issues.
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S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

But their appeal for future analyses to take greater account of, 'unequal relations of power,
(42) within communities has typically been neglected by subsequent writers (the most
notable exception being Fox 2000). Further, these issues have also been downplayed in
some of their own later work, such as wenger (1998), where, as Fox makes clear, issues of
power and conflict are largely relegated to footnotes. Further, while Wenger et aL. (2O02)
devote a whole chapter to the 'downside of communities' issues of power are ignored.

Fundamentally, communities of practice have inherent tensions built into them which
unavoidably results in them possessing an, 'unequal distribution of power, (Lave and
wenger 1991,42), and where what Fox (2000) described as'power conflicts,are likely. The
uneven distribution of power results from the, by definition, greater amount of commun-
ity knowledge masters have compared to newcomers. Thus while communities of practice
do not have a formal hierarchical structure, this does not mean that all members of the
community are equal. This uneven distribution of knowledge creates potential conflicts in
processes of legitimate peripheral participation. For example, Lave and wenger (rggl, 57)
argue that, 'There is a fundamental contradiction in the meaning to newcomers and old-
timers of increasing participation by the former; for the centripetal development of full
participants . . . implies the replacement of old timers.,

Legitimate peripheral participation thus requires the 'old-timers' helping to develop
the knowledge of the 'newcomers'who will, over time, take their place. Further, the con-
tradictions inherent in such a process are fundamental, and unavoidable (see Lave and
Wenger, 1991,, 1'13-17 ). Another source of conflict within communities of practice relates
to the 'contradictory nature of collective social practice' (Lave and wenger 1991, 5g). This
contradiction relates to the fact that white the members of a community work together
collectively and cooperate, they are also simultaneously, to some extent, competing with
each other inside their organizations, for example for promotion opportunities.

The power conflicts that are an inherent aspect of communities take on greater import-
ance when communities are faced with change, which, over time they inevitably do.
Change that requires a community's practices/knowledge to adapt, threatens the status quo
(the reproduction of existing knowledge/practices), and can have contradictory implica-
tions for different members of a community of practice (Fox 2000). Thus old-timers may see
such change as a threat to thefu status, power, and knowledge, whereas other members of a
community may see it as an opportunity to develop and increase their own power, know-
Iedge, and status. These insights have two implications with regard to how communities of
practice respond to change, which are both neglected by the mainstream literature. Firstly,
communities of practice are as likely to resist as support change, and secondly, it can,t be
assumed that all the members of a community will respond in the same way to change.

Breu and Hemingway (2002) studied a large European scienti f ic research organization, Alpha,
which had recently been privatized. Fol lowing this privatization the scientists had been highly
resistant to the introduction of a new, commercial ly focused business culture. The scientists in

A scientific community resisting culture change
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C O M M U N I T I E S  O F  P R A C T I C E

- 31a consti tuted a community of practice as they had the three consti tuent elements of a com-
-- -1ity. First ly, there was a shared, common practice (conducting 'blue sky' research in special ist

:  s : ip l inary  teams) .  Second ly ,  the  sc ien t is ts  had a  common se t  o f  va lues  (a  be l ie f  ln  the  va lue  o f

. :  enti f ic research driven by scienti f ic inquiry and the advancement of knowledge). Final ly, the sci-

,- :  sts in Alpha also had a col lect ive sense of identi ty (as being professional scientists who were
- - : r rbers  o f  bo th  a  loca l  and g loba l  research  communi ty ) .

-he 
resistance by the scientists in Alpha had a number of sources. One factor was the part icu-

: '  :hange implementation strategy adopted ( introducing large-scale change rapidly with only l im-

:: t  consultat ion). However, a large part of the scientists'  resistance stemmed from the fact that
-^ :v  in te rpre ted  the  va lues  o f  the  new economic  cu l tu re  (pursu ing  research  dr iven  by  economic

; ,as)  as  be ing  an t i the t ica l  to  the  va lues  o f  the i r  research  communi ty .  Fur ther ,  the  sc ien t is ts
'= ' , sed  to  change the i r  va lues ,  and were  ab le  to  qu i te  e f fec t i ve ly  res is t  the  changes th rough a

, - ge of strategies including continuing to pursue work driven by scienti f ic values, recruit ing new

= - entists in ways which perpetuated the exist ing culture, and developing independent and infor-
-:  networks for the resourcing of research projects.

:  : :elman and Kogut (2003) identi f ied slmilartensions in the United States biotechnology
- r -stry, between producing knowledge for scienti f ic purposes and knowledge for economic

:, ^. Does this mean that there are inevitable and unavoidable tensions between the

: - -  mercial izat ion of knowledge for prof i t  and the development of knowledge f or more abstract,

:  -  : :r t i f  ic ourposes?

Blinkered and inward-looking communities

',','rile 
the collective sense of identity and values that exist between members of a com-

:r-inity can create a bond that may facilitate the development of trust, and knowledge-

r:aring, there are potential negative consequences if such bonds are too strong. For

::rnrrrple, where too stlong a sense of community identity exists this may provide a basis

. : exclusion, where those not part of the 'community' are ignored, and their knowledge

:-. rt considered to be relevant or important to the community (Alvesson 2000; Baumard

.999). This can cause communities to become inward-looking, and unreceptive to ideas

.:nerated outside the community. In Such cilcumstances a communities' search

::ocesses may be limited rather than extensive, with consequent negative implications

: 'r the communities'innovativeness (Leonard and Sensiper 1998). See, for example, the

::arbuck and Milliken (1998) example of the Challenger Space Shuttle disaster, outlined

=:rl ier (p. 33).

Such communities may not only neglect external ideas, but also people. Communities
:,':th a strong sense of identity may become exclusive clubs or 'cliques' (Wenger et al.

-,O2), where membership is tightly controlled, and the factors that deflne a community's

lentity used to exclude entry to others. Just as with the neglect of external ideas, such

::actices can result in communities becoming poor at absorbing new, external knowledge

,:d ideas.
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E S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

Have you worked as part of a team, or community where there has been a hosti l i ty or bl indness to
ideas generated outside of i t? l f  so, did this have any effect on group or organizational performance?

Gonclusion

Communities of Practice have been defined as informal groups that have some work
activities in common. As a consequence, these communities develop: (1) a shared body of
common knowledge; (2) a shared of collective identity; and (3) some overlapping values.

The mainstream knowledge management literature portrays communities of practice
as being effective vehicles for knowledge-sharing and knowledge creation. Consequently,
the existence of effectively operating communities of practice is typically argued to
underpin individual and organizational-level learning processes, as well as supporting
high levels of organizational innovativeness. The effectiveness of communities of prac-
tice in this respect is because:

. The existence of common knowledge and a shared system of values makes sharing tacit
knowledge easier, as group members have insights into the implicit assumptions and
values embedded in each other's knowledge.

r The shared knowledge, values, and identity which exist also facilitate the development
and maintenance of trust-based relations, which, as outlined in Chapter 4, create social
conditions conducive to knowledge-sharing.

However, the chapter also concluded that the mainstream literature on communities of
practice portrays an overly optimistic image of them. To understand why communities of
practice have the potential to inhibit as much as facilitate knowledge processes, account
needs to be taken of issues of power and conflict within communities, as well as the way
that too strong a sense of community identity may inhibit intercommunity processes of
knowledge-sharing. This final conclusion points towards the dynamics of intercommun-
ity interaction, which is the topic dealt with in Chapter 6.

R E V I E W  O U i S T I O N S . : :

l f  you are, or have been a member of a community of practice, how were you social ized?

How did you develop the knowledge, values, and identi ty that characterize membership? Did
your social izat ion closely resemble the process of legit imate peripheral part icipation

described by Lave and Wenger?

How relevant and accurate is the 'community of communit ies' metaphor for describing the

knowledge base of any organizations you have worked in? Does this downplay the amount

of common knowledge which is typical ly shared by workers in business organizations?

Based on any organizational experience you have had, what effect have communit ies of
practice had on organizational knowledge processes? Have they been largely or purely

posit ive and beneficial? Has there been any negative aspects to them such as knowledge

hoard ing ,  o r  an  unwi l l ingness  to  accept  ideas  f  rom outs ide  the  communi ty?
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J. Lave and E. Wenger (1991). Situated Learning: Legitimate peripherat participation. Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

A short, and highly accessible introduction to the concepts of situated learning, communities of
practice, and legitimate peripheral participation.

J. Brown and P Duguid (1991 ). 
'Organization Learning and Communit ies of Practice: Towards a

Unif ied View of working, Learning and Innovation' ,  organization science,2l l :  40-bl .
Applies the community of practice concept to work organizations, and discusses the nature of
orga n izationa I lea rn i ng.

S. Fox (2000). 'Practice, Foucault and Actor-Network rheory', Journal of Management studies,
3716: 853-68.

Contains a good discussion of why power and conflict need to be accounted for when considerino
com m u n iti es of practice.



I nte rc0mm unity, bou nd a ry-spa n nin g
knowledge processes

lntroduction

This chapter is premissed on the idea that knowledge processes within and between

communities of practice are quite different and distinctive. This is primarily because

rvhile members of a community of practice have much common knowledge and a strong

shared sense of identity, people who are not members of the same community typically

Jo not. While Chapter 5 examined the characteristics of intracommunity knowledge

rrocesses, the focus of this chaptel is exclusively on intercommunity knowledge

processes. Further, this chapter will show that intercommunity knowledge processes

are typically more complex and difficult to make successful. Why this is the case will be

rully explored as the chapter progresses.

Intercommunity knowledge processes encapsulate an enormous variety of contexts

and can involve knowledge processes which span community, occupational , organiza-

tional, functional, national, or project boundaries. This chapter builds on issues raised in

Chapter 3, such as the nature of the organizational knowledge base, and is primarily

iounded in a practice-based perspective on knowledge. This will become apparent as the

chapter progresses, as various terms and concepts are (re)introduced.

The chapter begins in the following section by considering why intercommunity

knowledge processes are so important. After this, the main section of the chapter exam-

ines the character of intercommunity knowledge processes, and presents a number of

eramples to illustrate the points made. Finally, the chapter closes by considering the way

that intercommunity knowledge plocesses can be facilitated and managed.

The significance of intercommunity knowledge processes

Consider the following situations:

. A ioint technology development project involving close collaboration between UK and

Japanese electronics companies (Lam 1'997).
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@  S o C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

r The consolidation of the knowledge base in some accounting and consultancy
companies following mergers and acquisitions (Empson 2001).

o Collaboration between indigenous Maori groups with the New Zealand government in
negotiation over land treaties (pauleen and yoong 2001).

' Attempts by proiect-based companies involved in the design of complex products to
share knowledge between projects (prencipe and Tell 2001).

' A large-scale interuniversity research prolect involving staff from three UK universities
whose disciplinary backgrounds encompass engineering, operation management,
organizational behaviour, and marketing (Newell and Swan 2000).

o Interorganizational product development efforts in the biotechnology sector (Powell
et al. 1996).

o Ctoss-occupational collaboration that occurs as part of the concurrent engineering
work at a semiconductor equipment factory in the USA (Bechky 2003).

All these situations, while being diverse in character, have one thing in common:
they involve the sharing, or joint utilization and development of knowledge among
people who do not typically work together, and who have substantially different
knowledge bases. One of the reasons why examining the dyramics of intercommunity
knowledge processes is so important is that the type of working practices outlined in
these examples is becoming more and more common. Thus evidence suggests that the use
of proiect-based working methods and the utilization of interpersonal and interorganiza-
tional networks has become widespread (for example, see Castells 1996; Cravens et al.
1996; Davies and Brady 2000; Powell 1990). For example, all three of the organizational
contexts examined later, in Chapters 1,2-14, i.e. knowledge-intensive firms, global multi-
nationals, and network/virtual organizations, involve the utilization of intercommuniw
knowledge processes.

Another factor that signals the importance of intercommunity knowledge processes is
the growing acknowledgement that the knowledge bases of all organizations are to some
extent fragmented into separate, specialized knowledge communities. As outlined in
chapter 3, this led Brown and Duguid (1991, 53), to refer to organizations as being
comparable to a'community-of-communities'. Thus, the knowledge base of all organiza-
tions can be considered as being made up from a diversity of localized communities
which have some overlapping knowledge in common, but which also possess much
specialized and speciflc knowledge. As this perspective is closely associated with the practice-
based perspective on knowledge, the specialized and localized nature of much
organizational knowledge is related to the particular tasks and activities that different
groups of workers undertake.

From this perspective, one of the general tasks of management is to coordinate these
diverse internal communities, integrating, diffusing, and combining fragmented internal
knowledge as necessary (Blackler et al. 2000; Brown and Duguid zool; Grant 1996;
Tsoukas 1996). Thus, if the knowledge base of all organizations is constituted by a diverse
collection of specialized knowledge communities, managing intercommunity knowledge
processes will be a day-to-day activity for most organizations.
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: :he level of fragmentation in an organization's knowledge base l ikely to be proportronal to

:-ganizational size? Further, i f  so, are the dif f icult ies of managing such a fragmented knowledge base

(ely to be greatest for large, global mult inationals?

Thus, the importance of intercommunity knowledge processes stems both from the fact

:hat the contempolaly Iestructudng of olganizations is placing a Sreatel emphasis on

tntercommunity and interorganizational working than has been traditional, and also
":ecause intra-organizational coordination can be conceptualized as involving intercom-

:nunity interaction.

Characterizin g intercommunity knowledge processes

-ntercommunity knowledge processes involve collaboration between individuals who are

-ikely to have a limited amount knowledge in common, and who may have a limited, or
-,seak sense of shared identity. As will be seen, in terms of knowledge processes, the

.onsequences of this are significant.

.trs illustrated by Figure 5.1 in the previous chapter, knowledge plocesses within

.ommunities of practice are facilitated by the high degree of common knowledge, over-

-apping values, and shared sense of identity that community members typically possess.

Ihis is because in such circumstances it is likely that the tacit assumptions underpinning

reople's knowledge, which are key to effective knowledge-sharing, are likely to be well
':nderstood, or commonly shared. Also, the level of trust and mutual understanding

retween people in this context is also likely to be conducive to effective knowledge-

.haring. Hansen (L999), in the context of product innovation and development

frocesses, argues that effective knowledge-sharing requires two key elements to exist

Table 6.1). First, people must be willing to share their knowledge, and secondly, people

nust have the ability to share knowledge. Both these elements typically exist within com-

nunities of practice as due to the shared knowledge and values, there is enough mutual

-rnderstanding to make the sharing of knowledge possible, while the sense of shared iden-

:itv and values makes it probable that people will be willing to share their knowledge.

However, in intercommunity knowledge processes the situation is somewhat different

see Table 6.2). ln these circumstances people will have much less shared, common

.nowledge, they may only have a weak sense of shared identiry or may even have

distinctive and separate identities, and, finally, may have fundamentally different value

Table 6.1. Factors underpinning effect ive knowledge-sharing
(adaoted from Hansen 1999)

Wi l l ingness

Abil i ty (adequate mutual understanding)
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S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U B A L  I S S U E S

Table 6.2. Factors making intercommunity knowledge
processes diff icult

Limited common knowledge

Weak shared identi ty or dif ferent sense of identi ty

Values/assumptions potential ly dif ferent

systems. Thus, the social relations between people who are not members of the same
Sroup/community are much less conducive to effective knowledge-sharing. For example,
Hansen (1999) found that when weak ties existed between people this was likely to
impede the transfer of complex knowledge (knowledge which was highly tacit, and
which had a high level of interdependence with other knowledge).

The following two subsections consider how the lack of a shared identity, andlor a
limited degree of common knowledge can inhibit knowledge processes, illustrating the
issues examined with examples.

ldentity

People from different groups or communities who work together may have either a weak
sense of common identity, or may have distinctive and separate identities. For example,
consider the situation described by Lam (1997), outlined above, and elaborated more
fully later. In the electronics corporation examined, the Japanese and uK staff who
required to collaborate had a weak sense of shared identity as being members of the same
organization. Instead, their identity was more closely linked to the divisions they had
historically worked within. More negatively, Empson (2001) found post-merger attempts
at consolidating the organizational knowledge base in one of the consulting companies
she examined to have been signiflcantly inhibited by the strength of identity that staff
retained for their pre-merger organizations, and the typically disdainful view that they
had regarding the knowledge and experience of workers in the company they had been
merged with.

This potentially weak sense of common identity arguably complicates knowledge
processes through the potential for conflict this creates, as people with differing senses of
identity may perceive differences of interest to exist between themselves and others. The
issue of conflicting interests, and how this can inhibit knowledge-sharing was touched on
earlier in Chapter 4 and is examined again more fully in Chapter 7.

Globa lbank  is  a  Dutch  bank  tha t  g rew aggress ive ly  by  acqu is i t ion .  By  the  la te ' l  990s  i t  had
divisions in over 70 countr ies worldwide. At this point corporate management decided i t  was
necessary to lmprove levels of coordination and knowledge-sharing between divisions. A key
element of this strategy was the development of a global intranet, a project developed and

Globalbank: conflicting identities inhibiting knowledge-sharing
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B O U N D A R Y - S P A N N  I  N G  K N O W L E D G E  P R O C E S S E S

-anaged by corporate lT staff.  However, Globalbank had a strong historical culture of divisional

:.r tonomy, with divisions having typical ly operated completely independently from each other.
-rus 

each division had control led how it  was organized, with the consequence that each division
-ad i ts own working practices, lT systems, etc. For example, each division had i ts own intranet

: te, with i ts own specif ic style, level of functional i ty, etc.

Staff thus typical ly had a strong sense of identi ty with their division, and possessed special ist
.rrowledge related to their division's part icular customers, products, market condit ions, and inter-
^al ways of working. The global intranet project experienced signif icant problems however, as
-anagement staff f  rom most divisions were hosti le to the idea, primari ly because they perceived

:.e objectives of the project to be incompatible with their desire to retain divisional autonomy.
-1us 

one of the main obstacles to the project 's progress was the stronger sense of identi ty that

.ey divisional management staff typical ly had for their specif ic division rather than the corporate

l 'oup  as  a  wnore .

, 'Jhat can be done to overcome the narrow sense of divisional identi ty that staff  had, which was
:rt ing as a brake on the progress of the global intranet project?

Knowledge

The difficulties of knowledge-sharing between communities are however related to more

than just the sense of identities that individuals possess. Another, equally important

factor complicating such processes, outlined above, is the nature of the knowledge pos-

sessed by people in these situations. These difficulties stem from three interrelated factors
,Table 6.3). Firstly, the degree of common knowledge shared by people may be quite lim-

ited, with different people possessing specialist knowledge related to the specific activities

they each undertake. Secondly, the knowledge possessed by people may also be 'sticky'

and difficult to share as it may be context-specific, tacit, and highly localized in nature
rBrown and Duguid 1998; Lam 1997). Thirdly, and finally, there may be significant epi-

stemological differences in the knowledge people possess (i.e. their knowledge is based on

different underpinning assumptions and values). Thus, for example, Newell and Swan
r2000) found that the difficulty of knowledge-sharing between different members of the

research proiect they examined were related to epistemological differences in their

knowledge, which stemmed from the different disciplinary backgrounds they came from.

Table 6.3. Knowledge-related factors adversely affect ing
intercommunity knowledge processes

Limited amount of common knowledge

Knowledge possessed by people is 'st icky' and dif f icult  to share
(highly tacit  and context-specif ic)

F n i c t o m i n  d i f f o r o n n o c

(people's knowledge based on dif ferent assumptions, values)

a
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The difficulties of sharing

E S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

socially embedded knowledge

Lam (1997) examined a joint technology development between a Japanese and a UK electronics
company While the companies were competitors the Japanese company had a majori ty share-
holding in the UK company. However, this col laborative relat ionship proved problematic, with staff
frequently referr ing to, 'probrems 

of poor communication, misinterpretat ion of specif icat ions.
and the clash between their approaches to product development' ,  with these dif f jcult ies being
primari ly attr ibuted to, 'di f ferences 

in the organization of knowledge and work between the part-
ner f  i rms' (989) Lam found the knowledge of al l  relevant staff  to be deeply embedded in the social
and organizational context, and that further, the knowledge base and organizationat context of both
divisions were signif icantly dif ferent. While in the UK company there was an emphasis on form-
al jzed knowledge, developed through education, in the Japanese company tacrt knowledge accu-
mulated through experience was more important. Secondly, in the UK company there was a clear
demarcation of lob boundaries, l imited use of job rotat ion, and a tendency for people to develop
narrowly special ized knowledge bases. ln the Japanese company by contrast oue to the emphasis
on team-working the demarcation between jobs was biurred, and due to the use of job rotat ion,
people's knowledge bases were typical ly broad. Final ly, there were also signifrcant dif ferences in
the way knowledge was shared and developed throughout the product cycle. ln the UK division,
product design, and the development of detai led specif icat ions was principaly the domain of
design staff.  In the Japanese company by contrast production and design staff both had an
important role in the development of product specif icat ions, with this ' interactive' 

way of working
requir ing a signif icant level of 'knowledge-sharing 

between upstream and downstream staff,(gg0)
These dif ferences therefore made the process of knowledge-sharing, and Joint technology
development extremely complicated.

This suggests that the sharing of knowledge between people with cultures which are quite dif ferent
is l ikely to be dif f icult .  From a management point of view, what can be done to address such
problems?

The issue of epistemological differences is worth elaborating on, as such differences can
have a profound effect on attempts to share or collectively utilize knowledge. Brown and
Duguid (200I, 2O7) argue that while the advantage of communities of practice is that'common . . practice . creates social-epistemic bonds,, conversely, ,[p]eople with
different practices have different assumptions, different outlooks, different interpretations
of the world around them, and different ways of making sense of their encounters., Thus,
people from different communities of practice, or work groups, may not only have
limited amounts of common, shared knowledge, but the knowledge they possess may be
based on a fundamentarry different system of varues and assumptions.

Such issues may arise in multidisciplinary work (Newell and Swan 2000), where staff from
different organizational subunits require to collaborate (Hansen 1999), in international
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.ollaborations involving people with significantly different cultures working together

Pauleen and Yoong 2001), where people from different occupational communities lequire

:o shale knowledge (Bechky 2003), or where different organizational functions require to

collaborate (see France-co example below). The complexity of knowledge-sharing in such

;ircumstances stems from the fact that epistemological differences between people or

aroups can inhibit the development of even a fundamental understanding of the basic pre-

nisses, and values that the knowledge of others is based on. For example, the feeling of 'cul-

:rre clash, that people can experience when visiting a country with very different cultural

.;alues stems from difficulties in understanding the basic values underlying'other' cultures'

\ewell and Swan (2000) suggest that the gleatel the epistemological difference between

:ollaborating parties, the less chance there is that such collaborations will be successful, and

:1e more likely that they will not be able to effectively integrate their different perspectives

:nd knowledge bases.

:-ance-Co produces specialist components for military and civil aircraft. As part of the company's

::.empts to introduce new management practices following the end of the Cold War it decided

.: mplement an Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) system, which was intended to improve

,els of interfunctional knowledge-sharing. This project represented an enormous challenge

- France-co, as two of the most important functions for this project, sales and production, had

- s:orical ly shared l i t t le information. These functional groups possessed their own special ist

:  :  Cies of knowledge and staff typical ly had a strong sense of identi ty f  or the f unction they worked

- Further, the knowledge possessed by staff in these groups was highly tacit ,  and was typical ly

-=veloped through practice, over t ime. Final ly, relat ions between these functional communit ies

- .  J  h is to r ica l l y  been an tagon ls t l c .

ls France-Co's ERP project developed i t  became apparent that the lack of knowledge-sharing

:::ween these communit ies was proving detr imental to the project Thus, ini t ial  attempts to

-clement the new System proved disastrous and had to be stopped. The main reason for this

.,  Lre was that staff  in both the sales and production functions were not sharing the type of

,^cwledge and information that was necessary for the success of the project While this

-: rctance to share knowledge was part ly related to the historical antagonism between these

--^ct ions, i t  was also related to the special ized nature of the knowledge they each possessed.

-- 
s, combined with the extensive lack of interaction that had been typical,  meant that they had a

.:ry poor understanding of how each other worked, or what their constraints and requirements

,, e:e, Thus, even when staff f  rom these communit ies were wil l ing to share knowledge with each

::^er, effect ively doing so proved dif f icult ,  as each had an extremely l imited understanding of

' ,  ̂ at knowledge was relevant, important, or usef ul to the other'

\\rhen such significant epistemological differences exist it is necessary for the parties

,rr-olved to develop an improved level of mutual understanding before any knowledge

:an be effectively shared, or collectively utilized (Bechky 2003). From a practice-based

France-co: epistemic differences in cross-functional collaboration
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perspective, developing such an understanding involves the sort of perspective making
and taking processes outlined in Chapter 3. While the practice-based perspective on
knowledge assumes that processes of perspective making and taking are necessary for
the sharing and communication of knowledge in all circumstances, the lack of common
knowledge in intercommunity contexts raises the importance of such processes. These
perspective making and taking processes do not result in the integration of the different
knowledge bases into a coherent whole, but should instead involve a process of dialogue,
where 'each community maintains its own voice while Iistening to the voice of the other'
(Gherardi and Nicolini 2OO2,42I). Thus, perspective making and taking occurs through
a process of talking, listening, acknowledging, and being tolerant to any differences
identified.

In conclusion, intercommunity knowledge processes are inhibited by the differences in
the knowledge possessed by the people involved in such processes. In general terms, the
greater the degree of common knowledge that exists, the more straightforward know-
ledge processes are likely to be. Further, the character of knowledge processes in such
circumstances are also affected by the degree of epistemological difference in the assump-
tions and values underpinning the knowledge bases involved, with a high level of epi-
stemological difference likely to significantly increase the difficulty and complexity of
such knowledge processes.

ldentity, knowledge, trust, and social relations

One of the maior conclusions to emerge from the previous section was that where the
common knowledge base is limited, or where people have a limited sense of shared iden-
tity this means that the social relationship between parties is unlikely to be strong, and
that the foundations for the existence of trust are relatively weak. Thus in such circum-
stances not only is the existence of strong trust unlikely, but the development of trust will
typically be complicated and difficult. Fundamentally, the level of trust and mutual
understanding between people who do not normally work together and who are not
members of the same work group or community of practice is likely to inhibit the sharing
and collective utilization of knowledge, as was discussed in Chapter 4.

The importance of trust in these social contexts, combined with the complexity of the
concept of trust, means that it is worth elaborating more on the topic. Analyses of trust
show it to be a theoretically complex concept which has multiple dimensions (Lane 1998;
Newell and Swan 2000; Zucher 1996). Thus, most analyses of trust outline a number of
different types of trust (see Table 6.4). Further, this work shows that these types of trust
are distinctive in character, are developed in quite different ways, and have a complex,
mutually interdependent relationship.

The limited basis for trust which exists in intergroup contexts, and particularly for
newly formed intercommunity project groups can be seen from any of the three tlpolo-
gies of trust described. Thus the nature of the social retationship between people in a
newly formed intercommunity work context precludes the existence of what Zucker
(1996) referred to as process-based, and characteristic-based trust, what Lane (1998)
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Table 6.4. Typologies of trust

Author/s Type of trust Description of trust

- -cker  (1986)

- , ^ e  ( 1 9 9 8 )

. :  .1/et  ano
: . , an  (2000 )

Process based

Characterist ic based

Insti tut ional based

Calculat ive

Norm/value based

Cog n itlve/expectation
oaseo

Compan ion

Competence

Commi tment

Based on experience, and bui l t  up over t ime

Based on social similari t ies and cultural congruence

Trust based on inst i tut ional or professional reputation,
NOT interpersonal famil iar i ty

Trust based on some form of caiculat ion regarding
costs/benefjts

Trust based on common social values

Trust based on common expectat ions about future
events, and/or patterns of behaviour

Trust based on judgements of goodwil l  of fr iendship,
bui l t  up over t ime

Trust based on perception of others competence
to carry out relevant tasks

Trust stemming from contractual obl igations

-:erred to as value- or expectation-based trust, and what Newell and Swan (2000) refeired
as companion- and competence-based trust. Thus in such circumstances, the onlybasis
: trust is the most impersonal, and arguably weakest types of trust (institutional-based
. Zucker's terms, calculative in Lane's terms, and commitment-based in Newell and
,"'-an's terms). Thus, as will be discussed in the following section, one of the main ways to
,:.litate the development of knowledge processes in intercommunity work contexts is
-:ough the development of trust based on better mutual understanding and stronger
:;al relations.

. ' : : t  on the relat ionship you have with a range of people. To what extent are these relat ionships
'.- :  on dif ferent types of trust? Further, how does the level and type of trust you have in dif ferent
- -:  e affect the amount and type of knowledge and informatron you share with them?

Facilitating/managing knowledge between communities

- ro this point the chapter has emphasized the not insignificant difficulties in the
: :.tive, collective utilization of knowledge in intercommunity work groups. However,
' = >e difficulties are not insurmountable. Thus, there is much that can be done to address
' ' : rll, drld increase the chance of intergroup work processes effectively making collective

. of their knowledge. In general terms, this involves improving the level of mutual
- :erstanding and developing the social relationship between relevant people. Current

:ing suggests two broad ways in which this can be achieved. First, work can be invested
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@ S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U F A L  I S S U E S

in managing the social relationship between people, and secondly, developing the
existing areas of overiap between people.

Relationship management

Relationship management involves attempting to develop the social relationship between
the people involved in an intercommunity work group to become less based on the most
impersonai, and relatively weak forms of trust outlined above. In Newell and Swan,s terms,
this involves moving away from a relationship based on commitment trust, to one where
competence and companion types of trust are developed. However, successfully achieving
such a transition is by no means straightforward. Primarity, the development of these
more personal types of trust involves group members developing a greater level of sens-
itivity to and understanding of the knowledge, values, and assumptions held by other
members of the same work group. This requires the processes of perspective making and
taking outlined earlier in the chapter, which requires all parties to both talk and listen to
each other. However, the more limited the amount of shared, common knowledge, and
the greater the level of epistemological difference in the values and assumptions, the more
time-consuming and complicated this process is likely to be. Further, to be effective such
processes may well require a certain level of face-to-face interaction (Bechky 2003). This is
because, as Lam (1997, 992) suggests effective collaboration in this context requires the
development of, 'direct and intimate social relations . tas] . . . Iearners will need to
become "insiders" of the social community in order to acquire its particular viewpoint.,

Brown and Duguid (1998) identifled two roles that key individuals could take in the devel-
opment of intercommunity social relations: brokers and translators. The brokering role is
relevant where there is some pre-existing overlap in the knowledge of the communities/
people involved. A broker is someone who inhabits both communities, and uses their
knowledge and understanding of both to facilitate the development of mutual understand-
ing between other members of the communities. Gherardi and Nicolini (2002) argue that a
broker is someone who has the ability to, 'transfer and translate certain elements of one
practice to another'. The role of translator is relevant where there is no overlapping common
knowledge between communities/people. This requires the translator to have a detailed
knowledge of both communities, and further, the translator requires to be trusted by the
members of both communities as they play such a key role in interacting between them.
Such roles are acknowledged to be extremely complex and difficult to successfully manage.

How lmportant is face-to-face interaction for the development of trust and an effect ive working
relat ionship between people from signif icantly dif ferent cultures? Can cross-cultural workinq relat ions
be developed without any face-to-face interaction?

Boundary objects

The third and final method discussed by
community knowledge-sharing involves

Brown and Duiguid (1998) to facilitate inter-
the development and utilization of boundary
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Dbjects. Boundary obiects are entities that are common to a number of communities and

can be either physical or linguistic/symbolic in character. Boundary objects provide a

iocus for negotiation, discussion, or even shared activity betr,veen people from different

communities, and thus can be utilized to help develop and improve the working rela-

rionship between people, and the mutual understanding they have of each other. One of

the most common type of boundary objects mentioned by Brown and Duguid are con-

tracts, which typically provide a focus for intercommunity negotiation, and which can

help provide an initial stimulus to a process of perspective making and taking at an early

stage in the working relationship of an intercommunity work group.

Gherardi and Nicolini (2OO2) examined a building site, focusing on how safety issues

n'ere jointly negotiated by the three communities of practice with some responsibility for

and involvement in safety issues. These three communities were engineets, site foremen,

and main contractors. Boundary objects in this context included the physical site that

e\.eryone worked on, the building under construction, as well as the assorted range of raw

materials that were used, and which were dotted around the building site. Howeveq there

\rere some equally important linguistic boundary objects, such as the term 'safety' itself.

One of the main ways that relations between these three communities were developed,

and negotiations of how safety was managed on site occurred was through discussion and

negotiation over these boundary objects, which provided a common focus which

brought the communities together.

UK-Pension: boundary objects and brokers

-rs outl ined in Chapter 5 (see p. 63), UK-Pension had traditionally been structured into two

tiscrete divisions that operated with such significant levels of autonomy that they constituted

separate and distinct communities of practice. As part of a major restructuring process which

cegan in the mid-1 990s UK-Pension attempted to move towards a more integrated structure,

,vith greater l inks between their two main business areas: l i fe assurance and pensions. One key

,vay this was done was through setting up a cross-business call centre. This was a single call

lentre that would handle work from both business areas. lnit ially, the call centre was staffed by

ceople from both divisions, with the leader of the call centre implementation project having the
'ole of persuading staff to work in the centre. The project manager therefore was in the role of

croker, and the call centre represented a (new) boundary object. While the call centre was a

coundary object common to both communities, and which would provide a physical site where

staff f rom both divisions would work together, staff were unfamiliar with it. Further, it represented

a radical change in working practices for UK-Pension, not only because it required staff from both

Civisions to work together, but because it was the first large-scale use of a call centre within the

:ompany. Therefore, the brokering role played by the call centre project manager in communicat-

ng the purpose of the call centre to staff, and persuading some of them to work in it was key. ln

:he end, the project manager was successf ul in his brokering role, as he was able to persuade an

adequate number of staff to change jobs and work in the call centre.
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Conclusion

This chapter narrowly focused on cross-community, boundary-spanning knowledge

processes. Arguably, the relevance and importance of cross-community knowledge

processes has increased due the changes in working practices that have emerged from

the contemporary restructuring of work organizations. The difference between intra- and

inter-community knowledge processes relates to the sense of shared identity and typically

high level of common knowledge which exists within communities (see Chapter 5), but

which is relatively absent from intercommunity contexts. Further, it may also be the case

that not only are there limited amounts of common, shared knowledge between parties,

but that there may be epistemic differences in the knowledge of the people and commun-

ities involved, where their knowledge is based on fundamentally different assumptions

and values.

Typically, as illustrated by a number of examples, intercommunity knowledge pro-

cesses are likely to be more complex and difficult to make successful than intracom-

munity processes. This is due to both the differences in identity, which may induce

intercommunity conflict, and the lack of common knowledge. Somewhat simplistically,

the less common knowledge that exists, and the greater the level of epistemic difference,

the more complicated and difficult the knowledge-sharing process will typically be.

Knowledge-sharing across communities was shown to require two primary, and closely

interrelated elements, both of which are developed through a process of social interaction

and communication. First, an adequate level of trust requires to be developed between

the individuals from both communities, ideally with the strongest forms of personal trust

being developed. This gzpe of trust has been variously labelled as process-based (Zucker),

cognitive (Lane), and companion trust (Newell and Swan). Secondly, people from both

communities require to develop a basic understanding of the values, assumptions, and

viewpoints which underpin each other's knowledge base. This process of perspective

making and taking, which was also examined in Chapter 3, requires not a merging of

these different knowledge bases, but an appreciation of, sensitivity to, and tolerance of

the differences in perspective which emerge.
Finally, the chapter examined the ways in which intercommunity knowledge processes

can be facilitated, through brokers/translators attempting to bridge communities and

develop relations between them, and through the use of boundary obiects that are

common to all relevant communities.

R E V I E W  Q U E S T I O N S

t The prevalence of interorganizational networking can be gauged by a simple piece of
research.  Examine the business sect ion f rom any ser ious dai ly  newspaper and you are l ike ly
to find relevant examples. However, is this type of working practice l ikely to be more
common in some business sectors more than others? What factors affect the extent to
which interorganizational networks are developed and uti l ized?
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B O U N D A R Y - S P A N N I N G  K N O W L E D G E  P R O C E S S E S

2 - : e o r y S u g g e s t s t h a t m o r e i m p e r s o n a I f o r m s o f t r u s t , s u c h a s c o m m i t m e n t - b a s e d t r u s t o r
^st i tut ional ly based trust are typical ly weaker and more f ragi le than trust developed through

a r o n g o i n g s o c r a l r e l a t i o n s h i p , s u c h a s p r o c e s s - b a s e d t r u s t . D o e s t h i s r e f | e c t y o u r o w n

experience?

g lef lect on any work experience that you have had. To what, i f  anything did you and your

, v o r k c o l I e a g u e s m o s t S t r o n g l y f e e l a s e n s e o f i d e n t i t y a s b e i n g p a r t o f : y o u r i m m e d l a t e w o r k
g r o u p , t h e f u n c t i o n y o u w o r k e d i n , t h e d i v i s i o n y o u w o r k e d f o r , o r t h e o v e r a l l c o r p o r a t e

group? Are these senses of identl ty l ikely to inhibit  the development of an effect ive worklng

.elat ionship, and the sharing of knowledge with people from dif ferent parts of the

crqanization ?

F U R T H E R  R E A D I N G

o J. Brown and P Duguid (2001). 'Knowledge and Organization: A Social Practice Perspective"

O rga n ization Science, 1 212: 1 98-21 3'

A|argetytheoreticat,butwe||writ tenandaccessib|epaperwhichref|ectsonthewhatmakes
i n te rco m m u n ity kn owl e dg e-sh a ri n g dif f i cu lt'

r A . L a m ( 1 9 9 7 ) . ' E m b e d d e d F i r m s , E m b e d d e d K n o w l e d g e : P r o b l e m s i n C o l l a b o r a t i o n a n d

Knowledge Transfer in Global cooperative ventures" organization studies,l 8/6: 973-96

A theoretically grounded case study which examines the difficulties of knowledge sharing within

an international Proiect team

r S. Newell  and J. Swan (2000). 'Trust and lnter-Organizational Networking" Human Relattons'

53110 1281-1328

An empiricalty rich and theoretically innovate case study on the role of trust in shaping the

dynamics of a multi-disciplinary proiect team

r S. Gherardi and D. Nicol ini (2002). 'Learning in a Constel lat ion of lnterconnected Practices: Canon

or Dissonance? 
' Journal of Management Studies' 3914 41 9-36

Examines the role of boundary obiects and brokers in facilitating intercommunity sense-maktng

and worKng

l



!ryffiffi
PoweL conflict, and
knowledge processes

lntroduction

One of the defining characteristics of the vast majority of the vwiting on knowledge man-

agement is that any discussion of power is $,pically absent, and as a consequence it can

only be assumed that this literature doesn't regard issues of power as being important in

shaping and understanding organizational knowledge processes. This is not exclusively

the case, because, as will be seen, a number of writers do take such issues seriously (for

example Contu and Willmott 2003; Goodall and Roberts 2003). Such an omission ispuzz'

iing, as a cursory glance outside the narrow confines of the knowledge management lit-

erature reveals both the need to understand issues of power in explaining organizational

dynamics, as well as the close relationship between knowledge and power. Thus, under-

standing the relationship between power and organizational knowledge processes is of

fundamental importance, and the task of doing so is magnified by the general absence of

such an analysis.

While power has not been adequately dealt with in the knowledge management literat-

ure there has been a growing acknowledgement that not only can people's attitudes to

participate in knowledge activities be highly variable, but that interpersonal or inter-

group conflict in knowledge processes is not uncommon. These issues are raised again

here, but are explicitly linked to power. Arguably, a missing link in the knowledge man-

agement literature that does address such issues is that it does not address the fundamen-

tal causes of such conflicts. To do so requires power to be accounted for, which reveals not

only the inherent potential for conflict that exists in organizations, but how power is

structurally embedded in the employment relationship.

In the analysis presented, power and knowledge will be seen to be extremely closely

interrelated, which is another reason why issues of power require to be accounted for in

attempting to understand the dyramics of organizational knowledge processes. However,

there isn't a consensus around either how power should be deflned, or how its relation-

ship to knowledge should be conceptualized. This is accounted for by examining two of

the most influential perspectives, and considering their implications for knowledge

processes.

The chapter is structured into three major subsections. The first subsection re-engages

with the topics of the employment relationship and conflict, but suggests that a full
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E S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

understanding of their dynamics requires power to be accounted for. The following two

subsections then separately examine the two perspectives on power considered. The flrst

examines the 'power as a resoulce' perspective, while the second examines the work of

Michel Foucault. However, what is common to both perspectives is the closeness of the

relationship between power and knowledge.

Knowledge processesr the relevance of power and conflict

The objective of this section is to outline why issues of power and conflict are important,

and require to be taken into consideration when examining knowledge processes. To do

this involves returning to, and elaborating on two issues discussed in Chapter 4: the

employment relationship and the inherent potential for conflict that exists within organ-

izations. This section shows how locating these issues withln their socio-economic con-

text requires that power and politics be taken into account, and that it is fundamentally

impossible to fully understand either the employment relationship or organizational

conflict without reference to these issues.

Power and the employment relationship

The fundamental character of organizations is an issue which has, thus far, not been

addressed in detail. As with so many other subjects of analysis in organization studies,

there is little consensus on the topic. However, limitations of space preclude an examina-

tion of the different perspectives that exist. Instead, the perspective utilized here will

simply be outlined, and all further analysis built from these assumptions. The model of

organizations utilized here is neatly summed up by McKinlay and Starkey (1998, 2), who

suggest that 'behind the fagade of efficiency, equity, or humanity which surrounds formal

organizations of all kinds lle distinct concentrations of power/knowledge'. From this

perspective there are thus fundamental inequalities in the distribution of power and

knowledge (or power-knowledge) in organizations, which can be (partly) explained by

examining the nature of the employment relationship in detail.

What does your own experience say about the nature of organizations? ls confl ict inevitable? Are

power imbalances inherent2

As outlined in Chapter 4 there are contradictory tensions between workers and their

employing organization over the ownership and control of workers' knowledge (Contu

and Willmott 2003). On the one hand, their interests may be compatible, through the

potential mutual beneflts that workers and their employers may derive from the

employer supporting and facilitating the workets' knowledge activities. On the other

hand, simultaneously, the requirement of organizations to appropriate economic value

from their workers' knowledge may conflict with their workets' individual objectives in
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P O W E R ,  C O N F L I C T ,  A N D  K N O W L E D G E  P R O C E S S E S

:nis respect. For example, while there are economic benefits to organizations from having
:heir workers share or codify their knowledge, workers may be unwilling to do so if they
:eel such a process may dilute and diminish their expertise. Such tensions are amplifled
rr- the (potential) fragility of the emplo)'rnent relationship resulting from the ability of
roth parties to easily terminate the relationship, the worker through leaving, or the
.mployer through making workers redundant.

A concrete example of such a conflict was examined in Chapter 5 (see p. 68-9) where
:rembers of a scientific community of practice resisted the implementation of a 'com-

itercial'culture as theybelieved that its economic focus, where the emphasis was on mak-
.ng profits from scientific research, was not compatible with the basic ethos of research
driven by the more abstract objective of advancing knowledge (Breu and Hemingway
3002). The extent to which these objectives are generally compatible is discussed in
Chapter 15.

However, only when the employment relationship is located within the socio-
economic context of capitalist relations of production does a structurally embedded power
:eiationship become visible (see Figure 7.1). This conceptualization of context is based on
3 realist perspective on social structure where social action is embedded in what Reed
2000, 52,55) referred to as the 'recurring matrices of social structure', where such struc-

:ures are assumed to, 'pre-date the social actions which reproduce and transform them'.
\fore specifically, Tsoukas (2000), developing a realist conception of the employment
:elationship (see Figure 7.1) referred to the 'structural basis of managers' power' (34),
-'r-hich places workers in a typically subordinate relationship to managers/superiors. With
:his framework management are the mediating agents of capital owners and shareholders,
n-here organizations are shaped by demands to make profit, and accumulate capital, and
n-hich requires managers/superiors to control and simultaneously achieve the coop-
eration (self-regulation) of workers in order to turn their labour power into actual,
productive work effort (Contu and Willmott 2003).

Re alism is a philosophy that assumes that while social stru ctures are produ ced (and reproduced) through
social a ction, there are enduring social structures which exist independently of the social a ctors who
produce them

At this point, a signif,cant caveat is required when considering the situation of knowl-
edge workers. The power of management over workers is contingent upon the specific
characteristics of the organizational context, and the power of management can be
diminished or enhanced by shifts in societal power relations (Tsoukas 2000). For knowl-
edge workers two factors imbuing them with power are first, the tlpical importance of
their knowledge to the organizations they work for, and secondly, the general scarcity
of their skills in labour markets, which makes many knowledge workers highly sought
after (Beaumont and Hunter 2OO2; FIood et al. 2001). These factors are thus likely to pro-
vide knowledge workers with significant amounts of power (this issue is returned to in

E
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S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

Industrial structure

capital owners 
____

Casual powers
of superiors

Key:- Necessary relation

Fig.  7.1.  The st ructure of  capi ta l is t  employment  re lat ions ( f rom Tsoukas 2000)

chapter 14). However, the tensions and conflicts in the employment relationship out-
Iined above still apply. Thus, while the basic structure of the employment relationship is
the same for all workers, the specific balance of power between management and workers
can vary enormously. But a constant issue for managers in business organizations,
whether referring to low-skilled routine workers, or highly skilled knowledge workers is
the necessity to ensure that the labour power of these workers is converted into actual
productive effort. what is likely to vary, depending on the balance of power in the
employment relationship, is the extent to which strategies of control and/or cooperation
are utilized (Figure 7.1).

How unique is the situation of knowledge workers? Are they the only type of workers whose
knowledge is important and valued? Can you think of other types of workers who have important
knowledge that provides them with a source of power?

In conclusion, the embeddedness of power, and the potential for
employment relations means that power has to be accounted for
understand the dynamics of knowledge processes.

conflict in capitalist
when attempting to

Conflict, power, and politics

The potential for conflict in organizations emanates from more than iust the nature of the
employment relationship. This potential flows from the different interests which exist
within organizations between both individuals and groups. Marshall and Brady (2001,
103), for example, refer to the, 'frequent organizational reality of divergent interests,
political struggles and power relations'. This divergence of interests may come from indi-
viduals/groups competing over scarce organizational resources, or through clashes
between the personal obiectives and strategies that individual employees may pursue in
order to sustain and develop their careers, such as receiving recognition for particular
efforts/knowledge, receiving financial rewards, or gaining promotions. using a weberian

P1:  Contro l

P2: Cooperation

P1: Efficiency and
^ + 1 ^ - + 1 , , ^ ^ ^ - -c i l E L L t V E t  t e ) )

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight



P O W E R ,  C O N F L I C T ,  A N D  K N O W L E D G E  P R O C E S S E S

Table 7.1. Weberian-based types of act ion/rat ional i ty

Type of action Underlying rat ionale Knowledge-related examples

r

I

I

-=  l i t i ona l

:  re  Rat iona l

_  -  ^ , ,  ^ + i . , ^

Automatic, habitual act ion,
borderl ine rat ional

Shaped by emotion,
borderl ine rat ional

Actlon oriented to values.
Values bel ieved not
rat ional ly based, but act ion
in  pursu i t  l s .

I  nstru mental rat ional i ty.
Most rat ional act ion of al l ,
based on means/end
ca lcu la t ions .

Wil l ing, unquestioning knowledge-sharing with
col leagues within a long-establ ished community
of practice.

Unwil l ingness to part icipate in knowledge
process with individual/group due to (emotional ly
based) negative opinion regarding abi l i t ies and
knowledge of others-Empson 2001.

Part icipate in knowledge process, such as R&D
activi t ies or innovation process, due to bel ief in
social values and benefi ts of knowledge
advancement-Ful ler 2002 (knowledge
production for i ts own sake).

Wil l ing part icipation in knowledge process due to
calculat ion that, on balance, benefi ts
(recognit ion, f inancial reward) outweigh r isks
(loss of expert ise)-Morris 2001.

framework, human action can also be classified into different categories, based on differ-

ent types and degree of rationality (Cralb 1,997) (see Table 7.L). Thus the potential for con-

tlict within organizations is due to the interest-laden nature of human behaviour, the

diversity of interests that individuals/groups can pursue, and the competing rationalities

that underpin their actions.
Empirical evidence suggests that the implementation of knowledge management ini

tiatives/ or participation in knowledge processes, is a common battleground where such

conflicts are played out, as a growing body of case study evidence suggests that such inter-

personal and intergroup tensions and conflicts are common in organizational knowledge

processes (Empson 2001; Marshall and Brady 2OO1; Newell et al. 2000; Ward 2000;

Willman et al. 2001).

However, to understand how conflicts evolve, and to explain the attitudes and behavi-

ours of people in situations of conflict requires power and politics to be introduced, and

demands an understanding of the relationship between these elements (see Figure 7.2).

This complex relationship can usefully be explained by making reference to a speciflc

example. Figore 7.2 can be understood as a cycle within a cycle, with the inner cycle of

the political process being shaped by the broader cycle encompassing the relationship

between this process, conflicts of interests, and power. Storey and Barnett (2000) analyse

a single company case study of a failed knowledge management project. One of the main

reasons for the failure of the project was that there was a lot of interfunctional conflict

over the ownership of the project, with different functional groups attempting to use the

knowledge management project as a political tool to pursue a broader agenda related to

shaping the future of the company's IT infrastructure. These attempts were resisted and chal-

lenged by other individuals and groups within the organization producing'micro-political
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E S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

Competing/conf l icting interests

Different power resources

Fig.7.2. Linking power, polit ics, and conflict

battles', where each interest group utilized particular political tactics and modes of influ-

ence, drawing upon the different power resources that they had. Thus, not only was the
knowledge management initiative itself shaped by, and subject to, power struggles, polit-
ical battles, and conflict, but ownership of the initiative itself was used as a political tac-
tic to pursue a broader agenda. This model will be returned to, and elaborated upon in the
following section, when the Hales model of power is described.

France-Co: knowledge hoarding and cross-functional antagonisms

In the France-Co example discussed in Chapter 6, the unwil l ingness of Sales and Production staff

to share knowledge with each other was seen to undermine their change project. As outl ined,

this was part ly as a result of the epistemic dif ferences in their knowledge bases,

However, equally important in explaining the reluctance of staff  to share knowledge across

functions were a number of other factors. First ly, a deep-seated and historical ly embedded att i-

tude o f  mutua l  susp ic ion ,  mis t rus t ,  and an tagon ism ex is ted  be tween these f  unc t ions .  Thus  the

requirement of the change project for staff  in these f unctions to share knowledge with each other

chal lenged this. Secondly, there was a concern by staff in both functions that by part icipating in

the change programme and sharing their knowledge that somehow they would lose power and

status through 'giving away'their expert knowledge. For example, the knowledge and experience

of sales staff was typical ly tacit ,  and developed over t ime, through experience. These workers

were concerned that the requirement of the change programme to codify this knowledge meant

that they would lose either their autonomy, their expert knowledge, or both. For these reasons,

sales staff were therefore quite reluctant to act ively part icipate in the knowledge codif icat ion

element of the change project. This behaviour could also be interpreted as pol i t ical in nature as i t

was shaped by a part icular agenda-attempting to either stop the change programme, or to

shape i t  in ways deemed more acceptable and/or advantageous to the sales f unction. Final ly, the

,,,' Political Process

Mode of influence <+ Political

\ 1
\ {

\ OU',uOe/response to power



P O W E R ,  C O N F L I C T ,  A N D  K N O W L E D G E  P R O C E S S E S

-etuctance of sales staff to part icipate in the codif icat ion process could be regarded as a pol i t ical

: :ct ic involving the use of one of their sources of power-the knowledge they possessed.

-sing the Weberran framework outl ined in Table 7.1, what type (or types) of act ion/rat ionale underpins

:re behaviour of sales staff in France-co's change project?

In conclusion, this section has shown that not only does the diversity of interests and

rationales which underpin action make intra-organizational conflict likely, but that to

understand the dynamics of these conflicts requires issues of power and politics to be

accounted for.

Power and knowledge processes: theorizing the relationship

Up until now, power is a term that has been used, but not defined. The following two sub-

sections each provide separate and quite distinctive definitions of power. This is done

deliberately to illustrate two of the dominant perspectives in the debate on what power

is, and how it should be conceptualized. As well as defining poweq the following two sub-

sections also look at the consequences of these conceptualizations for the relationship

between power and knowledge. As will be seen, what is common to both perspectives is

that power and knowledge are closely interrelated, which provides further support to the

arguments already examined that power requires to be accounted for when considering

organizational knowledge processes'

The neglect of power in the knowledge management literature means that it has been

necessary to draw on work from outside of it to provide one of the conceptualizations of

power used. Thus, what can be defined as the 'power aS resource' perspective is based on

the work Colin Hales (1993) who developed his framework to understand the nature of

managerial work. The second perspective examined is based on the work of Foucault,

which as will be seen has been utilized and adapted by a number of writers to understand

organizational knowledge processes'

Before proceeding to examine these two perspectives on powet and the implications

they have for organizational knowledge processes, it is necessary to make one final obser-

vation. When considering the relationship between power and knowledge processes, the

relationship requires to be understood as being cyclical in nature (see Figure 7.3). Thus'

not only does the possession and use of power affect knowledge processes (as illustrated

by the Storey and Barnett example just considered), knowledge processes themselves are

iikely to impact on the character, distribution, and use of power in organizations. Thus for

example, Gray (2001) suggests that the use of lCT-based knowledge repositories is likely

to change the balance of power in organizations. While he suggests this may result in a

reduction of the power of workers (as repositories may make workers more easily substi-

tuted, and that they may reduce the analytical content of work), he argues that the effect

of such technologies on the organizational balance of power will be mediated by the

choices and strategies that organizational management pursue.
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S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

Knowledge
Management

Processes

Fig.  7.3.  The cyc l ica l  re lat ionship between knowledge management processes
ano oower

Power as a resource

As outlined, the subsection develops a conceptualization of power drawn from the work
of Hales (1993). However, for the purposes of this book, it is not necessary to fully articu-
late every aspect of his model. Thus there will be a close focus on how this conceptualiza-
tion links to knowledge, and how it can help understand the d;,rramics of knowledge
processes.

Hales (1993, 20) defines power resources as, 'those things which bestow the means
whereby the behaviour of others may be influenced and power relations arise out of the
uneven distribution of these resources.'

This deflnition is therefore based on a similar conception of organizations as that out-
lined earlier in the chapteq where power in not regarded as being evenly distributed.
Secondly, this definition, Iike the objectivist definition of knowledge, regards power to be
a discrete resource/entity that people can possess, or have access to, and which they can
use in attempting to modify the behaviour of others. Furtheq Hales argues that power
resources have this ability through three specific properties they possess (see Table 7.2).
Firstly, they are relatively scarce and only available to some. Secondly, they are desired
because they can satisfy certain wants. Finally, there are no alternatives available.

mffi Power (Definition no. 1)

Power is a (scarce) resource whose use allows oeople to shaoe the behaviour of others

Hales identifies four basic types of power resource: physical resources (the capacity to
harm or physically restrict the actions of others); economic resources (money); knowl-
edge resources (scarce or desirable knowledge); and normative resources (meanings, val-
ues, or ideologies which are scarce or desirable). For Hales, political acts are those actions
whereby people attempt to influence others through the use of these power resources (see
Figure 7 .2). Furtheq these resources are available to people either through personally pos-
sessing them, or by virtue of organizational position giving access to them. For example,
money can be a source of economic power to either those who possess adequate amounts of
it, or to those who individually have access to financial resources (such as through control
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P O W E R  C O N F L I C T .  A N D  K N O W L E D G E  P R O C E S S E S

Table7,2. Properties of knowledge that can make it a power resource

Property Knowledge-power

Scarcity

Satisfy wants

' lo  a l te rna t ives

Special ist knowledge/expert ise which only a l imited number of people possess.
Knowledge which may be highly tacit ,  and which requires to be developed though
experience.

Knowledge which may satisfy individual wants through i ts possession or use
(such as status, or rewards), or knowledge which satisf ies organizational goals and
objectives through i ts possession or use (such as providing organizations which
status, prof i ts, market share, or product/market innovations).

Where the wants which are satisf ied (see above) are only achievable through the
possession or use of specif ic types of knowledge.

Table 7.3. Power resources and modes of inf luence (adapted from Hales 1993)

Power resource Personal Posit ional

Physical

Economic

Knowledge (administrat ive)

Knowledge (technical)

Normative

lndividual strength,
means of violence

lndividual wealth

Individual expert ise

Individual expert ise

I ndividual bel ief s/values,
n a r q n n r l  n r r a l i i i a c

Access to/control over
means of violence

Access to/control over
economic resources

Access to/control over
relevant knowledge

Access to/control over
relevant knowledge

Access to/control over
i t ^ ^ ^  ^ ^ t  . , ^ t , , ^ ^
t L l c d 5  d i l u  v d t u c J

--rr-er budgets). Thus, for each power resource, there are two separate modes of influence

:r-ailable: personal or positional (see Table 7.3).

Dower and knowledge

Ilis conceptualization of power therefore shows the close relationship with knowledge,

'; knowledge represents one of the four fundamental types of power resource. Secondly,

t"rwer can be derived from knowledge either through someone possessing it (personal

,rnowledge power), or through having access to knowledge by dint of organizational posi-

:-on. Thus, for example, a senior manager employing external consultants/advisers could

:e argued to be using their position to gain access to important knowledge-power

::sources. Thirdly, Hales makes a distinction between two types of knowledge, each of
'.','hich can be an important power resource: administrative knowledge (knowledge of

-:ganizational processes, rules, regulations, etc.); and technical knowledge (specialist

,.nowledge of particular work activities/tasks, or knowledge relevant to such activities).

::nally, the connectedness of the relationship between knowledge and power means that
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E S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

all behaviours involving the use of knowledge to some extent involve the use of power,
and can be understood as political acts driven by attempts to pursue particular objectives
(see Figure 7.2).

Thus, for example, in the context of knowledge-sharing both willingly sharing knowl-
edge, or hoarding and protecting knowledge from others could be interpreted as a political
act shaped by particular interests/objectives, involving the use of the knowledge-power an
individual possesses. A willingness to share knowledge with others may be driven by a
desire to contribute to organizational performance or to receive status and rewards from
being seen to use personal knowledge, whereas a reluctance to share knowledge may
be due to concerns that one is giving away what makes one powerful, or from a desire to
prevent certain individuals/groups gaining access to one's knowledge.

Social capital
One important modification that requires to be made to Hales' model is to take account
of social capital. The role of social capital in shaping organizational performance and its
role in affecting knowledge processes has increasingly been acknowledged since the mid-
1990s (Adler and Kwon 2002; Nahapiet and Ghoshal 1998; YliRenko et al. 2001). Social
capital relates to the networks of mutual acquaintances that people possess, and is defined
formally, by Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998, 243) as 'the sum of the actual and potential
resources embedded within, available through, and derived from the network of relations
possessed by an individual'. Arguably, however, social capital can be conceptualized as a
potential power resource, and can be added to Hales' model as a fifth dimension of know-
ledge power. As with the other sources of power in Hales' model, social capital can be a
source of power through the personal social capital that people possess, or as a positional
power resource, available to people as a result of their formal organizational position.

Social upbringing (class, rel igion, gender, ethnicity), organizational posit ion (seniori ty increases l ikely
access to important social networks), and personal endeavour are al l  argued to be important in the
development of social capital? Are any of these elements more important than the others?

The final part of Hales's model requiring elaboration is how the use of power is shaped
by the response of those subject to it (see Figwe 7.2). such judgements can have import-
ant implications for behaviour, as if someone's power is deemed as tegitimate, then peo-
ple are more likely to comply than if it is regarded as being of dubious legitimacy. This is
equally true for positionally based or personally possessed power resources. Thus while
managerial power is, to some extent, a function of organizational position it is one of the
problematic aspects of management that such power can't be assumed tobe automatically
deemed as legitimate by workers (Hislop et al. 2000). For example, behaviour such as
verbally abusing workers, or not adequately consulting them, may undermine the extent
to which power related to managerial position is deemed legitimate by workers.

For Hales, the legitimacy of each power resource is likely to vary (see Figure 7.4). Thus
for example the use of physical power/ such as threatening violence, is likely never to be
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Legitimacy Response

E
Modes of influence

?hysical

!conomic

<nowledge

(over actual/overt provisional/covert)

Force/threaVmenace

Reward/promise/implied promise

Rational persuasion/su g gestion/accepted
practice

Economic
calculation

Likely to be
perceived as

Alienative
com pl rance

Instrumental
com pl rance

non-  eg i t ima le-l 
*",''"*

f  urnoiguoJt

] 

t*.'"'
I Administrative Rules/acceptedprocedures

lechnical Specrficariors/accepred nethods

Moral persuasion/moral suggestion/ Likely to be
moral obligation perceived as

legitimate

Rational Cognitive
calculation commitment

Moral
commitment

\ormative

Fig.7.4. The perceived legitimacy of, and response to attempts to use different power
resources ( f rom Hales 1993)

deemed as legitimate. In contrast, the legitimacy of knowledge-power resources are typ-

ically ambiguous, with their legitimacybeing evaluated by workers dependent upon con-

lextual factors. These issues can be illustrated by examining the politics of knowledge

dissemination processes/ which can involve negotiations and conflict regarding the legit-

imacy of different and competing knowledge claims (see Chapter 3, p. 34-5 for a previous

example of such a dispute).

The UK accounting profession: disputed knowledge

' . l i t che l l  e t  a l .  (2001)  descr ibe  a  number  o f  cases  where  the  va l id i ty  o f  the i r  knowledge and f ind-
-gs were disputed, and which involved them in highly pol i t ical batt les over the accuracy of their

. - l th  c la ims.  Whi le  the  spec i f i c  de ta i l s  o f  the  conf  l i c t  a re  no t  re levant ,  the  genera l  dynamics  o f  the

I spute i l lustrate how processes of knowledge dissemination, equally as much as processes of

.rrowledge sharing, creation, appl icat ion, etc.,  involve the use of power resources, and can be
-  gh ly  po l i t i ca l  in  na ture .

Primari ly, based on the accumulated evidence and knowledge they possessed, and the analy-

s s of i t  that they made, they chal lenged the 'publ ic face of respectabi l i ty '  (529) which represents

:^e dominant lmage of the UK accounting profession. However, attempts were made to si lence

:r s knowledge, and prevent i t  becoming public by those with a vested interest in maintaining the

:cminant  image.  Th is  was a t tempted pr imar i l y  th rough th rea ts  o f  ( l ibe l )  lawsu i ts .  Us ing  Ha les 's
'-amework, individuals/groups in possession of economic and knowledge power resouTces
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(social and cultural capital) attempted to use this power through the pol i t ical tact ic of threatening
lawsuits. However, Mitchel l  et al,  did not regard the knowledge claims of those chal lenging them as
legit imate, and resisted the attempts to prevent their work being published. Ult imately they were
successful in their endeavours and have published their f indings in various books and iournals.

Using Hales's f  ramework (Table 7.3) what type/s of power resouTce does threatening l ibel act ion
involve the use of? Does this example suggest that al l  these dif ferent power resources are
interrelated?

Thus, while McKinlay (zoo2, 79) comments that knowledge management can be
regarded as a 'brake on corporate forgetting' the case of Mitchell et al. suggests that
knowledge management can involve deliberate attempts to engineer processes of forget-
ting. Knowledge management is therefore not only about remembering and managing
knowledge, but actively marginalizing, discarding, and forgetting knowledge not deemed
as legitimate. Thus, the dissemination of knowledge can be a highly political process
involving confllcts to establish the legitimacy of competing knowledge claims.

Foucault and power/knowledge

It is impossible to examine the relationship between power and knowledge without tak-
ing account of the work of the French philosopher, Michel Foucault, as arguably he is the
single most influential author in this area. As will be seen, Foucault's conceptualization of
powel/ and characterization of the relationship between power and knowledge, is quite
different from that elaborated by Hales. This section begins by giving a brief overview on
the way Foucault theorizes power and its relationship with knowledge. Following this
there will be two subsections where a Foucauldian framework is used to examine the
dynamics of different organizational knowledge processes.

one of the main themes in Foucault's work is (self) discipline and the role of
power/knowledge in attempting to produce (and reproduce) it. However, before consid-
ering how discipline is produced it is necessary to start by examining Foucault's definition
of power, where it is worth quoting him in full.

[T]he power exercised on the body is conceived not as a property, but as a strategy . . . this power is
exercised rather than possessed; it is not the 'privilege', acquired or preserved, of the dominant class,
but the overall effect of its strategic positions-an effect that is manifested and sometimes extended
by the position of those who are dominated. (Rabinow 1997, 17 4, quoting from Foucault's Discipline
and Punishment)

Thus Foucault suggests that power, rather than being a discrete resource that social
actors can utilize, is something which is produced and reproduced within and through
the dynamics of evolving social relationships. Further, Foucault suggests that power and
knowledge are so inextricably interrelated that they are fundamentally inseparable, and
coined the phrase power/knowledge to symbolize this (Foucault 19g0). To properly

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight



P O W E R ,  C O N F L I C T ,  A N D  K N O W L E D G E  P R O C E S S E S

appreciate Foucaurt in this respect, it is again worth quoting him in fulr:

lrver produces knowledge ' ' . power and knowledge directly imply one another; that there is no-:or'ver relation without the correlative constitution of a field of knowledge, nor any knowledge that:oes not presuppose and constitute at the same time power relations. (Rabinow rggl, 77 ,quoting:om Foucault's Discipline and punishment)

The implicatlon of this insight for understanding the dynamics of knowledge processes
: therefore profound, as alr uses of knowledge, or attempts to shape and manage knowl_

=Jge within organizations, inevitably involve the use of Dower.

::wer is produced and reproduced through the evolut ion of social relat ions. what i t  is and what i t  does: ' s  thus  the  same th ing .

T based knowledge management: The power of the panopticon
I's outlined above, central to Foucault's analysis in this area is the topic of discipline,':d how it is achieved' The obiective of disciplinary power it to define the parameters of:" rat is acceptable and unacceptabre, to punish those who transgress, and urtimately to::oduce docile, obedient, self-disciplining behaviour. For Foucault, the social transforma-
:-,'n from feudalism to capitalism saw a change in the way discipline was achieved.,'" lthin capitalism, the use of expert knowledge/power and surveillance via panopticans
r:rfes€nt two key disciplinary practices (Clegg 199g). Expert knowledge/power can play' ;isciplining role through providing an ideologically based justification for what behav--lrs are appropriate' A panoptican is a surveillance instrument, a too.[ which has the' tential to monitor behaviour continuously, but where the observer is invisible to the- .:son being observed. with such a mechanism, the threat of surveillance may be'::quate to produce self-disciprining behaviour by the subject of the panoptican, as theyi:r never be sure when or even if they are being observed.

- hat ICTs have the potentiar to be used as panopticans is vividly ilrustrated by Lyons:-- his books on surveiilance in contemporary society (Lyons rg94, ze()r).In relation to' : }vledge management, this represents one of the main ways in which Foucault,s work.: been applied.
- he potential for ICTs to be tools of surveillance is well documented. For example, the: '':ensive literature on call centres illustrates the bewildering diversity of ways in which':-': behaviour and work of call centre staff can be monitored via their use (Bain and Taylor- ' t0; Ball and wirson 2000; Thylor 199g; Tayror and Bain 1999). ICTs represent an almost' ::fect example of a panoptican, as the act of observation is (virtuaiy) invisible, andrkers don't know when and if they are being observed. The idea of ICTs as a panopti_

.: has also been applied to the understanding of ICT-mediated knowredge processes'" coth McKinray (zooo, zooz) and Hayes and walsham (2000). However, they come to. --te different conclusiorrs.
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The analysis developed by Hayes and walsham, based on a case study company,s use of
Sloupware technology (Lotus Notesl), concluded that ICTs did represent effective pan-
opticans and had a significant disciplining effect on worker behaviour. In their study
workers were concerned that what was said on Lotus Notes would be visible to senior
management, which made some workers reluctant to articulate views not felt to be com-
patible with senior management perspectives. The particular forums where management
participation was deemed likely thus tlpically resembled a ,public fagade, (g4), where
workers censored themselves to present management with a particular impression. This was
argued would lead to a process of 'homogenizalion'where diversity would be damaged.
Thus, based on this analysis, a potentially negative effect of the use of ICTs for knowledge
management is that because of such factors they may not reflect, or perhaps even damage
the diversity of knowledge and attitudes which t'?ically exist in organizations.

McKinlay (2000,2002) presents an alternative analysis, which suggests that the discip-
linary power of ICT-based knowledge management systems has been somewhat exag-
gerated. McKinlay's analysis, based on a case study of the UK divisions of an American
pharmaceutical corporation, suggests that ICT-based knowledge management systems
have a limited ability to capture highly tacit knowledge. Furtheq workers have the ability
to resist the disciplinary gaze of such systems through creating and communicating
within'unregulated social processes, (2002).

Based on your own experience, do lCTs represent technologies with signif icant discipl inary power?
Can their gaze be avoided, resisted, or subverted?

Knowledge workers and (willing) setf-disciptine
The typical image of the relationship between knowledge-intensive workers and their
employers is of a win: win scenario, where such workers are highly skilled, have a lot
of autonomy in their work, whose knowledge is highty valued, and whose contribution
to organizational performance is regarded as key (see Chapter 4). Such analyses typically
do not describe any negative consequences that may be experienced by such workers.
Deetz (1998) takes a critical perspective to such assumptions, and uses a Foucauldian
framework to consider how such work involves a process of (selt) subordination/discipline
which can have damaging effects for such workers. This analysis also reveals much about
the power dlmamics involved in the relationship between knowledge workers and their
employing organizations.

In many ways, the knowledge workers (consultants) examined by Deetz did comply
with the dominant image. They were highly paid, highly educated, relatively happy, had
good career prospects, and did a relatively high-status job. Further, they had a high degree
of work autonomy, which reinforced the sense of status they had. There was also evidence
of goal alignment between the company and the employees, where the consultants consist-
ently under-reported the actual hours they worked for clients, accepted the long working

1 Lotus Notes is a specific, widely used IBM software system which allows groups of people to elec-
tronically communicate, collaborate, and share/modify documentation collectively.
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-- rurs which were common, and were prepared to do what was deemed necessary by

-.-ents to get the job done.

However, these consultants were not totally free from organizational control systems.

l.:rmative control systems were used through an extensive system of culture manage-

rent (Kunda 1992). This operated through the usual mechanisms of vision statements
.rd socialization programmes and shaped what were regarded as desirable/acceptable

:.haviours. values, and attitudes.

Deetz argues that there was a dark side experienced by the consultants, but that they

:ommitted willingly to it. The Faustian pact they negotiated involved subordinating

:reir selves/bodies to the organization in exchange for the attractive levels of pay, status,

'rd job security that working as a consultant provided. Self-discipline/subordination

-rr-olved them controlling themselves in order to further the organization's objectives.

-)ne of the aspects of the dark side for these workers was that the adoption of a self-

.Jentity as a consultant involved accepting the demands of clients, even when they were
'-rnreasonable. Such demands typically required these consultants to work long hours. To

to this successfully involved the consultants subordinating their own bodies and non-
',vork lives to their job. Thus when the body (through illness or tiredness), or non-work

lommitments (such as family), conflicted with work objectives they were regarded nega-

:ively, as they inhibited the achievement of work-related objectives.

Part of the reason for this willing self-subordination, where these workers placed stress-

lu1 work demands on their bodies and their families was due to the perception that, while

rrork conditions were good, a climate of fear wasn't far below the surface, where if they

hadn't committed the hours necessary, or achieved the required results, then negative

consequences may have ensued. Thus, even for high-status, knowledge-intensive work-

ers, issues of conflict and power are not absent, and only a little amount of digging is

required to expose them.

Conclusion

While two contrasting perspectives on power have been examined, they both point to the

conclusion that to analyse and effectively understand the full dynamics of organizational

knowledge processes requires power to be accounted for. The chapter has identified three

key reasons why this is the case. First, power is embedded in the employment relationship

between workers and the organizations they work for, and the potential conflict that

exists between workers and their employers over how workers' knowledge is used cannot

be fully understood without taking account of power. Secondly, understanding the

dynamics of intra-organizational conflicts over how knowledge is used, for example

where certain groups or individuals may be unwilling to share knowledge with each

other, can also only be fully understood when power is accounted for. Finally, power and

knowledge are closely interrelated, if not inseparable.

As a consequence, one of the most general conclusions of this chapter is that the cen-

trality of power to knowledge processes means that any analyses of such processes that

neglect to account for power are relatively impoverished. For example, taking account of
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power helps to explain and understand the human/social dimension of knowledge

processes, such as whether people are willing or reluctant to participate in organizational

knowledge processes. Thus, Walsham suggests (2001, 603) 'what we know affects how

influential we ale fthus] . . . there may be good leasons why individuals may not wish to

participate in, or may modify some aspect of their sense-giving activities, for reasons

related to organizational politics.'

Knowledge management was also shown to be concerned with more than simply man-

aging all the knowledge that exists in olganizations. Key to knowledge management

processes are decisions about what knowledge is important/irrelevant, and what know-

Iedge is reified/marginalized, and power plays a fundamental role in such processes.

Finally, based on the work of Foucault the chapter showed how power is implicated in

ICT-mediated knowledge management processes/ through the potential for surveillance

and monitoring which is possible with such technologies.

.,qe,t:i,q+T, tt*]q$ili:r.i-;, ,"..1 ii:+ii;i.tiliit

r In general, how compatible are the interests of workers and their employers over how

workers knowledge is used? Does the requirement by organizations to derive economic

value from it mean conflict is l ikely or inevitable?

z The chapter assumed that power and knowledge are closely related, if not inseparable. Can

you think of any ways in which knowledge can be used in organizations which do not involve

the use of power in one way or another?

3 compare the two conceptualizations of power examined Can you relate either/both of them

to your own experience?

+ What type of workers, if any, are l ikely to be empowered through the uti l ization of knowledge

repositories to store and codify knowledge?

i**,*$,+t$tid***ttnt
o S. Deetz ( ' l  998). 'Discursive Formations, Strategized Subordination and Self-Survei l lance' in

A. McKinlay and K. Starkey (edsl, Foucault, Management and Organization lheory, London: Sage,

t 5  t - t  z .

Provides an interesting counterbalance to the mainstream perspective on knowledge workers

through using a Foucauldian-based analysis to iltustrate how power and conflict is experrenced by

such workers.

r A. Mckinlay (2002). 'The Limits of Knowledge Management' New Technology, Work and

Emplovment, 1l 12: 76-88.

Critiques the tCT as panoptican perspective by lllustrating the limitations of lCT-based knowledge

management practices.

o N. Marshal and T. Brady (2001). 'Knowledge Management and the Poli t ics of Knowledge:

lllustrations from Complex Product Systems' European Journal of lnformation Systems,

1 0: 99-1 1 2.
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Provides theoretical and empirical support for the argument that issues of power and conflict
requtre to be accounted for in analysing organizational knowledge management initiatives.

P Gray (2001). 'The lmpact of Knowledge Repositories on Power and Control in the Workolace,
lnformation Technology and People, 1 414: 368-g4.
Speculated on how the use of lT-based knowledge repositories can affect the distribution of
power in orga n izati ons.



Wffi'$
I nformation a nd communication
technologies and knowledge
management

Introduction

As outlined in Chapter 4, one of the dominant themes in the early knowledge management

literature was the importance of the role accorded to information and communication

technologies (ICTs hereafter). This is visible in two ways. Firstly, ICTs had a central place in

much of the early knowledge management literature (see p. 44), with the vast maiority of

this writing being optimistic regarding the role that they could play in knowledge man-

agement processes. Secondly, ICTs had a prominent role in many of the earliest knowledge

management initiatives. Thus, Ruggles (1993), reporting on a 1997 sulvey, found that the

four most popular tlpes of knowledge management projects involved the implementation

of intranets, data warehouses, decision Support tools, and Sroupware (groupware relates to

shared information spaces-such as Lotus Notes-which allow a range of people to work

rvith the same documents simultaneously. More generally, they are technologies that sup-

port collaboration and communication). While these perspectives have been the subject of

rvidespread criticism, this has nof led to a position where ICTs are regarded as having no use-

tul role. Instead, there has been an enormous evolution in how the relationship between

ICTs and knowledge management processes is conceptualized. This chapter examines these

changes.

Information and communication technologies (lGTs)

lCTs are technologies which al low/f aci l i tate the management and/or sharing of knowledge and

information. Thus the term covers an enormous diversity of heterogeneous technologies including

computers, telephones, e-mail ,  databases, data-mining systems, search engines, the internet, and

v ideo-conferenc ing  equ iPment .
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Hendriks (2001) described the bringing together of ICTs and knowledge management
as invoiving the clash of two titans, as such an enormous amount of ink has been spilled
on examining both topics, and the interrelationship between them. Attempting to do
iustice to the scale and scope of the debate on these linkages in the space of one chapter
is therefore a difficult task.

The chapter begins by examining the role ascribed to ICTs in knowledge management
processes when an objectivist perspective on knowledge is utilized. Following this,
practice-based perspectives on the relationship between ICTs and knowledge processes
will be examined, with the vast differences between these perspectives becoming visible
as the chapter progresses. Howevet, there isn't a consensus amongst those writing from a
practice-based perspective, therefore this section of the chapter examines three areas of
disagreement/debate. These debates centre on: (1) the extent to which ICTs can facilitate
the sort of perspective-making processes described in Chapter 4i Q) the extent to which
communication mediums have fixed or variable degrees of information richness and
(3) the extent to which trust can be developed and sustained in social relations mediated
by ICTs. Following this, the chapter closes by examining the dynamics of implementing
ICT-based knowledge management systems.

Characterizin g ICT-supported knowledge mana gement processes

The following two sections examine the substantially different ways that the objectivist
and practice-based perspectives on knowledge suggest that ICTs can be used in organiza-
tional knowledge management processes. while, as outlined in chapters 3 and 4, the
obiectivist perspective has been the subject of widespread criticism, this perspective still
underpins many contemporcty knowledge management initiatives.

Objectivist perspectives

Chapter 2 outlined in detail both how the objectivist perspective on knowledge concep-
tualizes knowledge and how it characterizes knowledge-sharing processes. However, it is
n'orth briefly restating some of the key assumptions of this perspective, as they help
explain the roles that this perspective assumes ICTs can play in knowledge management
processes. Firstly, this perspective conceptualizes knowledge in entitative terms, with
knowledge being regarded as a discrete object that can exist separately from the people
n'ho possess and use it. Secondly, there is an optimism embedded in this perspective that
much knowledge either exists in an explicit form, or that it can be made explicit through
a process of codiflcation (Steinmueller 2000). Thirdly, this perspective conceptualizes
knowledge-sharing as being based on a transmitter-receiver model (see Figure 2.r), and
assumes that it is relatively straightforward to share codified knowledge.

Building from these assumptions those utilizing an objectivist perspective believe that
ICTs can play a direct role in knowledge management processes. Based on this viewpoint,
rrhich swan and Scarbrough (2001) refer to as the 'knowledge management as techno-
iogl'' perspective, ICTs simply represents one channel/medium through which explicit
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<+
FACILITATES

ICT ro le in  underpinning
knowledge processes

ICT-supported knowledge processes

Fig. 8.1. Objectivist perspective on ICT roles in knowledge processes

\nowledge can be shared. Figure 8.1 outlines the various roles that ICTs can play in

.rnowledge management processes, and the interrelationship between them. These roles

;an be understood to exist at two levels.

The two primary, underpinning roles that ICTs can play in the management of knowl-

=dge, from which five further roles are linked, are flrstly, in the codiflcation of knowledge,

,nd secondly in the storage of knowledge in some repository. Intermediate to them are

:he processes of categorization and differentiation, whete distinctions are made between

:re discrete pieces of codifled knowledge that exist, based on some system of categoriza-

::on. Once the codifled knowledge that exists has been through these processes, ICT

j-.'stems can then play a key role in utilizing these frameworks for the storage of knowl-

=Jge. Thus, for example, structured electronic databases represent one example of an

- C T-based knowledge rePository.

.\s illustrated in Figure 8.1, linked to from these roles, are five further ways in which

, -Ts can be used to manage an organization's knowledge (see Table 8.1). For example, one

: rmmon use of search engines is for finding people within directories of expertise (thus

.::e search role is underpinned by an electronic stolage system, where the expertise of

:-levant people is categorized and structured into a searchable electronic database).

-.rother example would be where Lotus Notes (a type of groupware technology) were

-sed in a multidisclplinary project team for the sharing and simultaneous integration of

:.e knowledge possessed by different project team members.
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Table 8.1. ICT applications relevant to knowledge management roles

Knowledge management roles ICT application

Searching forlFinding Knowledge

Creating Knowledge

Ut i l i z ing  Knowledge

Sharing Knowledge

Integrating Knowledge

Search Engines, Web Portals

CAD (computer-aided design) Systems

Decision Support Systems

Intranets, e-mail

Groupware

Internet search engines such as Google are good examples oftechnologies that can be used for
information/knowledge searching. Such technologies make the internet useful through providing a
way of identi fying relevant sources of knowledge on requested topics. what advantages and
disadvantages have you personallyfound from using them? Are these advantages and dlsadvantages
l ikely to also be applicable to organizational ly based search engines?

As outlined in Chapter 4, there was a strong emphasis on ICTs in many of the earliest
knowledge management initiatives. This was, to a large extent because, at that time, the
obiectivist perspective on knowledge was popular and widely accepted. However, the
introduction to Part 2 of the book (p. 41-2) showed how a large proportion of these
technology led initiatives failed because they focused almost exclusively on technolog-
ical issues and typically, played down, if not completely ignored, social/ cultural, and
political factors which have since been shown to be key in influencing the willingness of
people to participate in knowledge management initiatives. However, as can be seen by
the example from Nortel Networks described beloq such a neglect, while being common,
is not intrinsic to ICT-based knowledge management initiatives. Therefore, technology-
based knowledge management initiatives do rzof have to be technology led projects when
they are being designed and implemented. This issue will also be returned to in the penul-
timate section of the chaoter.

Massey et al. (2002) examined how Nortel Networks used a 'process oriented' knowledge
management strategy to successfully re-engineer its new product development (NPD) process.
This was done through the development and implementation of a knowledge management tool
called 'Virtual Mentor', which was described as an electronic performance support system
(EPSS). This system linked together all relevant 'disparate knowledge resources' that were
relevant to their product development process (including internal knowledge and expertise,

Nortel network: lGTs and knowledge management
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- : . t 1 ' a S h i g h | y d l s p e r s e d , a s w e | l a S c u s t o m e r k n o w l e d g e , a n d r e | e v a n t , a r c h i v e d h i s t o r l c a |

: . . . e q g e ) . V i r t u a l M e n t o r w a s d e s i g n e d t o b e o f v a l u e t o t h e t h r e e c a t e g o r i e s o f w o r k e r t h e y

- = . : , e d a S b e i n g k e y t o t h e N P D p r o c e s s : i d e a g e n e r a t o r s , d e c i s i o n - m a k e r s , a n d p r o c e s s o w n -

,.- r ,ocess owners being the people responsible for the tracking th:. : : :^ni: t t  of the evolvtng

: ] c r o c e s s . M a s s e y " . . ' . u , . n u " t h a t t h e d e v e | o p m e n t a n d i m p l e m e n t a t i o n o f t h i s s y s t e m w a s

: . ; ^ i f i can t fac to r in theeconomicsuccess tha tNor te lNetworksexper iencedbetween lgg4and

' ' ] ' oneof thecent ra le lements to thesuccessof th iSpro jec tWaSthatwh i le i twasatechno logy .

' . : r k n o w l e d g e m a n a g e m e n t p r o j e c t ' t e c h n o l o g i c a l i s s u e s d i d t : t 1 " 1 : t * l n s t e a d ' N o r t e l

- ' . ' , ' o r k s b e g a n b y d e f i n i n g t h e s t a g e s i n t h e i r N P D p r o c e s s ' b e { o r e c o n s i d e r i n g t h e p e o p l e -

= ::ed issues f lowing tron.l  i r . ] l .  process, The technical specif icat ion and design of Virtual Mentor

=: ihus the third and f inal stage in their NPD re-engineering project

f f i |edgemanagementSyStemwaSthat thetechno|ogywasdesignedto
:- :cmpatibre **h "'i't'ns 

*;;;';;';"'' '111":Ti:::j:n.t:::1::JHHli"J:tandins of
',:i;:;:::iil:1il:'Ji;il##;;;', *non approach s most commonrv used?

\\-hile the widespread criticism of this technology-based perspective on knowledge

:-Laoog€fir€nt rru, .rpor.d a number of severe limitaiions in it (see the following section

::rabriefdiscussionoftheseissues)'evidencesuggeststhattheknowl;dSemanagement
aitiatives of many organizations are still .rrru.olio in an objectivist-based perspectives

rknowledge,andthatsomeoftheseorganizationshavebeensuccessfulintheirknowl-

:jgemana$ementinit latives'Consider'forexample'thecaseofGlobalBank'slTsupport
litiative described in Chapter 2 (see pp' 24-Si' andNortel Networks' iust examined'

. lrther examples inctuder the knowledge codification proiect undertaken by the UK con-

)j lt ingfirmexamineouylr,tonis(2001);themediaorganizationexaminedbyRobertson
1002),whoseknowledgemanagementsyster[wasi,,"e,sen.easearchablerepositoryof

:mployee expertise u"i kr'o*-t'ow; and' the World Bank' where the obiectives of its

i now ledgemanagemen ts t ra tegy in the la te lgg0swas tomake i t se l f a ' t echno logy
:roker,transferringtcnowleOgei-,o*o"tplacewhereitisavailabletotheplacewhereit

,s needed' (van der Velden 2002'3O)'

Practice-based PersPectives

l r .enovet theshortspaceof t imethatknowledgemanagementhasbeenregardedasan

.npoftanttopictherehasbeenasignificantevol"utionintherolethatlCTsareConceptu.
ilized as being able to play in such plocesses, The objectivist pelspective iust outlined,

irhere IcTs were conrideri aute to play a direct and significant role in knowledge codifl-

;ationandsharingpfocesses,whilesti l lbeingutil ized,ismuchlessptevalentthanitwas
:nthemidto late] .gg0s.Consequent ly , theopt imismpossessedbythoseut i l iz ingth is
perspective regaroing the abilityio codify tacit knowledge, and then store and shale it

electronicallyhasalsolargelydissipated.oveltime,therefore,therehasbeenanevolu-
:ioninthinkingregardingtheroleoflCTsi'o,gu.' i,utionalknowledgeprocesseswhich
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Table 8.2. Crit icisms of the objectivist perspective on knowledge

Criticisms of objectivist perspective on knowledge

Overestimates extent to which tacit  knowledge can be made codif iable

Underestimates extent to which tacit  and expl ici t  knowledge are inseparable

Underestimates extent to which organizational knowledge is f  ragmented

Underestimates extent to which knowledge is context-dependent

Overconf ident on abi l i ty for knowledge to be col lected in central repository

has seen practice-based perspectives on knowledge become more fully embraced. As will

be seen, the practice-based perspective regards ICTs as having a less direct, but equally

important role in supporting and facilitating the social processes that underpin interper-

sonal knowledge processes.

The critique of the obiectivist perspective on technology, which to some extent under-

pins the shift in thinking regarding the role of ICTs in knowledge management processes,

was outlined in detail in Chapter 3. However, it is worth $riefly restating the main points

of this critique (see Table 8.2), as it helps in understanC ̂rg the role that ICTs are assigned

by those utilizing a practice-based perspective on knowledge. Firstly, the objectivist

perspective is criticized for overestimating the extent to which tacit knowledge can be

codified, with the practice-based perspective arguing that much tacit knowledge can

never be made explicit. Secondly, the objectivist perspective doesn't acknowledge the

inseparable character of tacit and explicit knowledge, which means that there is no such

thing as fully explicit knowledge, and the electronic communication of any (partially)

explicit knowledge will typically mean that its tacit components are lost, or not fully

communicated and shared. Thirdly, it underestimates the extent to which knowledge in

organizations is fragmented, dispersed, and specialized. Fourthly, it is argued to underes-

timate the extent to which knowledge is context-specific, which means that such knowl-

edge is difficult to remove from its context and be understood fully in a different context.

Fifthly, and finally, to some extent as a consequence of all of the above criticisms, the

objectivist perspective is argued to suffer from what Tsoukas (L996) called the 'synoptic

delusion', the idea that it is possible to collect an organization's knowledge in a single

repository.

One consequence, flowing from this general critique of the objectivist perspective on

knowledge, is that the role that analysts using an objectivist perspective assumed ICTs

could play in knowledge processes became questioned (Hislop 2O02b; Walsham 2001)'

Thus, those writing from a practice-based perspective believe that the role of ICTs in the

codification and storage of knowledge in electronic repositodes is limited, as such knowl-

edge is stripped of the tacit assumptions and values which underpin it.

Further, the transmitter-receiver metaphor of knowledge-sharing is regarded as

inappropriate, as the sharing of knowledge does not involve the simple transferal of a

fixed entity (explicit knowledge) between two people. Instead, the sharing of knowledge
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T E C H N O L O G I E S  A N D  K N O W L E D G E  M A N A G E M E N T

:nvolves two people actively inferring and constructing meaning from a process of

:nteraction (Hislop \OOZb). This relates to the processes of pelspective making and taking

:rhich were described in Chapter 4, where those interacting develop an understanding of

:he values, assumptions, and tacit knowledge which undelpin each other's knowledge

rase (Walsham 2001). Communication processes in such interactions, to be successful,

:equire to be relatively rich, open, and based on a certain level of trust'

The role which those writing from a practice-based perspective believe that ICTs can

:lay in knowledge processes is thus somewhat indirect, being related to facilitating and

:upporting the social relationships and communication processes which underpin

,inowledge processes. walsham (2ool, 599), usefully summalized this by arguing that,

computer-based systems can be of benefit in knowledge-based activities . . . to support

:he development and communication of human meaning.'

Debates within the practice-based perspective regarding lCTs and

knowledge processes

',t'ithin 
the practice-based perspective, howevet, there isn't a consensus on the role that

iCTs can ptay in knowledge management processes. This section examines three of the

iey debates, and will si"qultaneously provide a deeper understanding of how those utiliz-

:1g a practice-based pers,tective conceptualize the role of ICTs in knowledge management

trocesses.

CTs and perspective making/taking

. he first area of debate relates to the question of whether ICTs can facilitate the rich

.nteraction that is usually necessary for perspective making and taking processes to be

.rccessful. Walsham (2001) answers this question in the positive, and believes that ICT-

:.rediated communication does have the potential to facilitate processes of perspective

::1aking and taking. Boland et al. (1994) also believe that it could be possible to design IT

)\'stems to do this, suggesting, 'information technology can support distributed cogni-
--ion by enabling individuals to make rich representations of their understanding, reflect

-1pon those lepresentations, engage in dialogue with others about them, and use them to

'rform action.' (457).

However, as will be seen later, Boland et al. argue that to do this requires a radical

:ransformation in IS design philosophies. DeSanctis and Monge (L999, 696) also take a

:ositive view regarding the ability of ICTs to allow a rich form of interaction by arguing

:hat rather than the loss of social cues which occurs when communicating via most ICTs

:reing negative, that such a loss may in fact facilitate understanding, 'by removing the

:lstraction of irrelevant stimuli'.

:  a potential advantage of ICT-mediated communication that people are less l ikely to iudge others on

,rtential ly superf icial factors such as looks? How does the process of making init ial  judgements of

:.-angers vary between face-to-face situations and ICT-mediated situations?

E
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However, other writers are more critical, fundamentally arguing that the difficulties of
facilitating rich interactions via ICTs should not be underestimated (Hislop 2002b).This
is primarily because the loss of social cues (tone and pace of voice, gesture, facial expres-
sion) which occurs when using most ICTs significantly degrades the communication
process, and limits the extent to which knowledge can be shared via such mediums
(Goodall and Roberts 2003; Roberts 2000; Symon 2000). Further, there may be a limited
role for ICTs particularly in the sort of intercommunity knowledge processes examined in
Chapter 6. This chapter showed how knowledge-sharing in such circumstances is
complicated by the lack of shared identity and limited overlap in the knowledge base of
people. These difficulties are arguably exacerbated when such knowledge-sharing is elec-
tronically mediated, as the social cues that are important to the sharing of such factors are
lost (Walsham 2001). Mcloughlin and Jackson (1999) make similar conclusions, arguing
that rich knowledge-sharing in virtual interactions is most likely to be successful where
there is a positive, pre-existing social relationship between people.

Finally, a perspective, somewhat intermediate to the above two positions suggests that
while ICTs alone may have a limited ability to facilitate a rich form of communication,
they can have a role when combined with face-to-face interactions (Nandhakum ar 1999).
Maznevski and Chudoba (1999) reach such a conclusion in their study of global virtual
teams, suggesting that 'effective global virtual teams . . . generate a deep rhythm of regu-

'\ar face-to-face incidents interspersed with less intensive, shorter incidents using various
r,redia' (473).

lCTs and media richness
One finding that emerges from the above debate is that face-to-face communication has
different characteristics from electronically mediated communications. Looking in more
detail, it can also be seen that different ICTs have different communication characteristics
(see Table 8.3). However, the characteristics and degrees of information richness of differ-
ent communication mediums, are the subject of disagreement, and are the second area of
debate examined.

In the information systems literature Information Richness Theory (IRT) suggests that
different mediums have fixed and static levels of information richness, where 'commun-

ication richness (or leanness) is an invariant, objective property of communication media'
(Ngwenyama and Lee 7997,I47). Further, this theory adopts a rational choice approach to
people's selection decisions with regard to the communication mediums they use, with
people selecting the communication medium most appropriate to the task being under-
taken. From this perspective, it is possible to rank different mediums in terms of their
'ob1'ective' Ievels of information richness, with face-to-face interaction being the richest,
and e-mail being one of the leanest. Table 8.3 is thus laid out to reflect such a ranking.

However, this theory has been the subject of an increasing level of criticism, which
questions the idea that each communication medium has flxed and objective information
richness characteristics. This is therefore why there is a question mark in Table 8.3 beside the
ranking arrow. Instead of communication mediums having fixed and objective information
richness characteristics, as IRT suggests, others suggest the leanness or richness of any
communication process is something which emerges from the, 'interactions between the
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Table 8.3, Characterist ics of various communication mediums

Medium Communication characteristics

I -uce-to-Face lnteraction

deo conferencing

e lephone

E-mai l

a

a

r Information r ich (social cues such as facial expression, voice, gesture
visible. Plus, synchronous communication, potential for rapid
high-quali ty f  eedback/interaction)

o Most relevant for sharing of tacit  knowledge
. Spontaneous/informal interactions possible when people

geographical ly proximate
o Condit lons amenable to development of trust (other factors excluded)
. Expensive when people geographical ly dispersed

o lnformation r ich (social cues, and virtual ly real t ime, synchronous
medium)
F v n o n c i r r o  + ^  c o +  r r n

Set up t ime inhibits spontaneity

. Intermediate information r ichness (tone of voice conveys some
social cues, but gesture, expression invisible. Also synchronous,
faci l i tat ing detai led, immediate feedback)

o Cost variable
. Spontaneous/informal interactions possible irrespective

of geographic proximity
e Can facilitate development of trust where face-to-face interaction

diff  lcult  i  nteraction dif f  icult

r Suitable for sharing of highly codif ied knowledge
o Relat ively low information r lchness (al l  social cues lost)
.  lnexpensive (cost unrelated to geographic proximity)
r Asynchronous, with variable feedback speed
. Spontaneous/informal interactions possible irrespective of

geographic proximity
. Permanent record of interaction exists
. Development of trust based on e-mail  alone dif f  icult

'  Increasing Information Richness?'

people, and the organizational context' (Ngwenyama and Lee 1.997,148). Thus the dchness

of any communication process will not be determined by the technical charactedstics of the

communication medium, but will instead be shaped by a range of social and technical

factors. Relevant social factors include the degree of mutual understanding which exists

between people/ the willingness of people to make the effort to communicate and under-

stand, and the abilities of people to effectively use a communication medium. Thus, 'low

richness' mediums like e-mail can be used for complex/ information-rich interactions if

organizations encourages it, or people become adept at using it (Markus 1994; Ngwenyama

and Lee 1997; DeSanctis and Monge 1999). Thus, if people are more comfortable and com-

petent using e-mail, compared to 'richer' communication mediums, such as groupware, this

may help explain the preference for e-mail reported in a number of studies (Ngwenyama and

Lee 1997; Markus 1994;Pauleen and Yoong 2001,; Robertson et al. 2001).

Organizational level factors, such as the character of the organizational culture can

also affect both the type of medium used, and the way in which it is used. Thus, if an
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organizational culture places an emphasis on accountability and documentation, this
may encourage the use of e-mail, as, compared to other communication mediums this
provides a good, documented record of conversations and interactions. Alternatively, an
organizational culture that emphasizes teamworking, openness/ and good interpersonal
working relations, may encourage the use of face-to-face meetings, and telephone
conversations.

Robertson et al.  examined the communication and knowledge-sharing patterns in a knowledge-
in tens ive  organ iza t ion :  a  sc ien t i f i c  consu l tancy .  Much o f  the  work  in  th is  o rgan iza t ion  was
knowledge-intensive, and required mult idiscipl inary project teams to share and integrate their
knowledge together. The preferred mode of communication and sharing of knowledge was
through either telephone conversations, or face-to-face meetings, which supported a r ich inter-
action. However, a surprising f inding in the study was the signif icance of the extent to which
e-mail  was used, and the lack of use that was made of Lotus Notes, even though i t  had been
implemented organization-wide. According to IRT theory, groupware technologies such as Lotus
Notes ,  a re  a  r i cher  communica t ion  med ium than e-mai l ,  there fore  th is  theory  wou ld  suggest  tha t
Lotus Notes would be of use for the type of knowledge-intensive interactions typical ly required
by the consultants. Robertson et al.  suggest that there are a number of social and contextual
fac to rs  wh ich  exp la in  th is  communica t ion  pa t te rn .  F i rs t l y ,  the  consu l tan ts  had become adept
e-mail  users, and were able to make innovative use of i t .  Secondly, few consultants had invested
the t ime to learn how to use Lotus Notes, which created a vicious circle where people didn't  feel
encouraged to make the use of i t ,  as they were unsure that others would be adept with i t .  Final ly,
the organizational culture, for a variety of historical reasons, also encouraged and reinforced the
use o f  e -mai l ,  as  one o f  the  main  methods  o f  communica t ion .

In such an organizational context what would management require to do to persuade i ts workers to
make greater use of Lotus Notes?

I CTs a n d d eve I o pi n g/reta i n i n g tru st
The final area of debate and disagreement examined, which links closely to the first topic
of debate examined, is the extent to which trust can be developed and sustained in social
relations which are mediated by lCT-based modes of communication. The literature on
this topic shows that the extent of face-to-face interaction that occurs between people
affects more than iust their ability to develop an understanding of each other. It also
affects the basic nature of the social relationship, and the extent to which trust can be
developed and sustained. The debate in this area is over the question of whether trust can
be developed and sustained by electronically mediated communication alone.

Robertson et al. 2001: explaining the predominance of e-mail
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One school of thought suggests that it isn't possible to develop and maintain trust in

social relations mediated purely by ICTs. Roberts (2000) thus argues that face-to-face con-

tact is a vital element in the establishment of a relationship of trust. Research conducted
by Maznevski and Chudoba (1.999) reinforces this perspective, as one of the benefits for

the successful teams who used occasional face-to-face meetings as well as electronically
mediated interactions was that the face-to-face meetings improved the social relationship
and the level of trust that existed amongst proiect team members.

Finally, the research conducted by Nandhakumar (1999) on global virtual teams also

supports this perspective. This research examined patterns of information and knowledge-
sharing within a global virtual team. The communication of the team was mediated by a

PC-based ICT system which included desktop video conferencing, multimedia e-mail and
groupware applications, which included an intranet and file transfer software. In this
research the absence of co-location was found to significantly affect the development of

trust. The project team examined consisted of people who had never previously met, or

worked together, therefore there was no pre-existing personal relationship, and initially

trust was relatively contractual and weak. However, project team members actively initi-

ated face-to-face interactions with other team members to develop a more personal type

of trust. Overall, Nandhakumar concluded that ICTs in and of themselves were not

adequate for either the development or maintenance of trust in working relations. This

conclusion can be illustrated with the following quotation from one of the project team

members interviewed, 'to start establishing a relationship I think you need to have the
physical contact more because you have this indefinable thing about relationships and

body language and you don't get it in the same way [in electronic interactions] . . . so . . .

as you do the teambuilding you need to have some physical contact' (52).

Pharma-co: communication within a virtual project team

Pharma-co decided in the mid-1 990s to implement a new information management system into

their production sites, which would better l ink them to other organizational functions (for further

details on Pharma-eq,s project see pp. 3a-5). Pharma-co's production sites were spread throughout

Europe, Asia, and Ne,th America, with the greatest concentration of sites in the UK and USA. The
project team set up to facil i tate the design and implementation of the information management

system were from two UK and two American sites. Therefore there was some necessity to work

virtually. A number of different communication mediums were used to facil i tate the development

of social relations and knowledge-sharing including e-mail, video conferencing, telephone calls,

and conferences, as well as occasional face-to-face meetings. The project manager in particular

had to do a lot of travell ing to maintain frequent face-to-face interactions with project members

from all sites. While the project was ultimately successful in its work, electronically mediated

working was found to be diff icult and challenging, for a number of reasons. Firstly, video conferenc-

ing facil i t ies were only available on two sites, so it was diff icult to include all project team members

when using them. Secondly, the project developed a routine of having a weekly voice conference

linking all team members on all four sites. The project manager, however, found that this method

E
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These problems are not exclusive to the implementation of knowledge management

systems. For example, Symon (2000), in discussing research on the use of electronic

communication systems, concludes that it is tlpically problematic to assume unques-

tioningly that people will be willing to use these systems. Orlikowski et al. (1995) also in

relation to electronic communication systems argued that when such systems are not

adapted adequately to the social conditions of the local context that there is a significant

chance that such systems will be underused. Finally, McDermott (1999) argued that a

neglect of social and cultural issues in the design and implementation of information

technology runs the risk that such systems will reinforce rather than transform existing

cultures, values, and behaviour.

Globalbank: the problems in a technology led KM project

ln Chapter six (see p.76-7J the problems Globalbank experienced with its intranet project were

described. One of the main problems, which adversely affected this project, was that staff from

different business units didn't adequatelV collaborate with each other, and share relevant knowl-

edge. A significant part of the explanation for why this happened was that the project, whose

overall coordination was the responsibil i ty of corporate lT staff, was focused primarily on techno-

logical issues, such as whether the lT infrastructure in place was adequately for the functions

required, agreeing protocols for site development, and deciding on the content and style of the

intranet sites. The project team, while acknowledging the culture of autonomy and antagonistic

competit iveness which existed between divisions, did l itt le to improve or change these social

relations. This meant that the level of trust between divisional staff was typically low as nothing

had been done to break down and challenge the historical antagonisms which existed. lronically,

the result of this was that a project whose aim was to attempt to reduce cross-organizational

boundaries, and improve levels of intra-organizational communication and knowledge-sharing,

instead helped to reinforce the existing culture of divisional autonomy.

However, being sensitive to the socio-cultural context means taking account of the spe-

cific and distinctive characteristics of each organization. This therefore makes it difficult

to provide a general checklist of prescriptions and answers about how to be successful in

such ventures. What works in one organizational context may be completely inappropri-

ate in another, different organizational context. A better way of dealing with this issue is

not to try and give such standard, generalized answers. Walsham (2001) instead suggests

that a better way to develop an understanding of relevant socio-cultural factors is to ask a

set of sensitizing question, such as:

r What type of knowledge-sharing processes does the existing organizational culture

encourage and discourage?

. How do existing power relations affect knowledge processes?



Once these questions have been answered it

;mpiement ICT-based knowledge management

iactors.

T E C H N O L O G I E S  A N D  K N O l \  L E D G E  i " l A N A G E l v l E i ' r

should then be possible to design ano

systems which take account of these

An alternative design PhilosoPhY

Bo lande ta l . ( 1994 )a leop t im is t i c tha t lCTscanbedes igned tosuppo r tp locesseso l

oelspectivemakingandtaking.Buttheyalsoacknowledgethatachievingthiswillrequire
asignificantshiftofemphasis-inSystemdelisnptri losophies(Tenkasi,andBolandl.996).

Thisisprimarilybecause'whiletheobjectivistperspectiveonknowledgeandknowledge-
sharinghasbeenwidelycrit icized,itSti l lreplesentsthedominantparadigminthemain-

Stleaminformation,y*.-, l i terature(SchulzeandLeidner2002).Thisismadevisibleby
a number of the assumptions made by this literature:

.obiectiveknowledgeexistsandistransmittablethroughwordsandlanguagewhichhas

a fi.xed meaning'

. The Rnowrbdge rlase 6f gL'6e'n^i'7a-t^iorrs is-characterized by consensus ' and a signiftcant

common knowledge Uu*'"-uXittg knowledge-sharing unproblematic'

o lCTsystemsforknowledge-shar ingarebasedonthet lansmit te l_Ieceivermodel(see

Iigure 2.1)'

Fromthisperspect ive,systemdesignisconcernedwi thdesigningcommunicat ion

channe l s tha tmax im izes igna l / i n fo rma t i on r i chnessandmin im ize ,no i se , l eve l s
(Bolisani and Scarso 2000). Initead Tenkasi and Boland (1996) argue that' from a practice-

basedperspe. t i , ,e ,oesignobiect ivesshouldshi f t to fac i l i ta teplocessesofperspect ive
making/taking U.t*.."rr'p"opi. *t o can't be-assumed to have a lot of knowledge in com-

mon. This therefore requires the creation of op"r, systems that allow the surfaclng and

sharing of different 
"'iJ'p'"'u"ons' 

taken for granted assumptions' and values'

Conclusion

AsignificantnumberofwritelssuggestthatlCTscanplayanimportantroleinknowledge

managementprocesses 'Howevet ' there isasigni f icantdebate inthecontemporary
knowledge *u"ur"*"t" literature regarding thJ role that ICTs can play in knowledge

management pIoceSSeS, which this chapter ius .*amined. Thus, rather than attempt to

present a coherent and unitary persne;lr;,liris chapter has attempted to do justice to the

'"fT,:::'::;;:ii':"Jffi:liH'i"':"'J':'; rrom the optimist embodied in the earrv

knowledgemanagementliteraturethatknowledgeplocessescaneasilybemediatedand
facil itatedviatrreuseofadvancedlCTs.Thereisnow,thus,agleateracknowledgementof

the not insignncant aitticutties of having knowledge processes mediated by ICTs'

onecontlastintheliteraturecanbemadebetweenanalysesutil izingobiectivistand
practice-baseo p..rp..iirr.s. writlng which utilizes an obiectivist conceptualization of
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S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

knowledge typically argues that ICTs can have an important and direct role in knowledge
processes/ for example in the structuring, storage, and dissemination of codifled
knowledge. By contrast, writing which adopts a practice-based perspective on knowledge,
questions this role for ICT systems in knowledge processes. This work emphasizes the
difficulty of both codifying knowledge, and sharing codifled knowledge electronically.
Writing embedded in this perspective thus tends to suggest that ICTs can have a more
indirect role in knowledge processes, facilitating interpersonal interaction and processes
of perspective making/taking. However, as was shown, it is deceptive to present these two
perspectives as being unified, as within the practice-based literature there are debates on
a number of issues, including the extent to which trust can be built via social relations
mediated by ICTs.

The managerial implications that flow from these insights are quite significant. For
example, if different types of behaviour are appropdate for the development and mainten-
ance of trust in face-to-face and lCT-mediated interactions, this affects the $.pes of behav-
iours and attitudes that organizational management should encourage and reinforce.

Howevet, one general conclusion that can be made on this topic is that, whatever the
role that ICTs have in knowledge processes, for such systems to be effective, their design
and implementation requires to be sensitive to the socio-cultural context into which they
are being implemented. The danger of not doing this, as was well demonstrated by the
high failure rate of the earliest technology led knowledge management projects, is that
the chances of such projects succeeding are relatively low.

R E V I E W  O U E S T I O N S

Arguably, an either/or logic predominates in much of the l i terature which compares
technology-mediated and face-to-face methods of communication and knowledge-sharing
processes, where they are considered to exist at the opposite ends of a spectrum, and
where the use of one mode of communication is regarded as being l ikely to l imit the extent
to which the other is used (Woolgar 2003). However, is this necessari ly the case? To what
extent may the use of either form of knowledge-sharing support and faci l i tate the use of the
other? For example, is i t  possible that the use of technology-based knowledge systems,
such as a searchable directory of expert ise, may also lead to an increase in face-toJace
based knowledge-shar ing  mechan isms,  fo r  example  th rough meet ing  peop le  found th rough
us ing  such d i rec to r ies?

When lCTs are used for know edge management purposes there appears to be a preference
for uslng off-the-shelf products and then attempting to customize/modify the organizational
context, rather than customizing or designing technological systems to be compatible with
exist ing organizational practices. Why is this the case?

The c r i t ique  o f  In fo rmat ion  R ichness  Theory  ( lRT)  d iscussed cha l lenged the  idea tha t  any
communica t ion  med ium has  an  ob jec t ive  and f i xed  leve l  o f  communica t ion  r i chness ,  and tha t
ins tead the  r i chness  o f  any  communica t ion  process  wou ld  be  shaped by  the  re la t ionsh ip
between people, and their ski l ls at using dif ferent communication mediums. To what extent
do  you agree w i th  th is  a rgument?  cou ld  th is  a rgument  no t  be  cha l lenged by  suggest ing  tha t
cer ta in  communica t ion  med iums are  inherent ly  r i cher  communica t ion  med iums compared to

ii
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T E C H N O L O G  I E S  A N D  K N O W L E D G  E  I \ I A N A G E M E N T

others, for exampre phone conversations, where vorce tone can be heard, and e-mair, which
rs a purely text-based medium?

A. Massey, M. Montoya-Weiss, and T. O,Driscol l  (2002). ,Knowledge 
Management in pursuit  of

Perf orma nce: I nsig hts f rom Nortel N etworks,, M I S O u a rt e r ty, 2613: 269-8g.
Presents a detailed analysr's of a successful tcT-based knowledge management initiatrve, which
did take account of social/contextual factors.

J. Roberts (2000). 'From Know-How to Show-How? ouestioning the Rore of lnformation and
communication Technorogies in Knowredge Transfer', Technorogy Anarysis and strategic
Management, 1 214: 42943.

Examines the difficurties of sharing knowredge, particurarty tacit knowredge, via rcrs.

G. walsham (2001). 'Knowredge 
Management: The Benefi ts and Limitat ions of computer

systems', European Management Journat, 1916: 599_608.
Reviews the literature on lr-based knowledge management, and concludes that ICTs can facilitate
knowledge management efforts, but f rom a practice_based perspective.

R. Boland, R. Tenkasi, and D. Te,eni (1994) ,Designing 
Information Technology to Support

Distributed Cognition', Organization Science, 513: 486_jb.
Argues that lCTs can be designed to support and facilitate perspective making/takrng processes.
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!ryffiffi
0rganizational culture, HRM policies,
and knowledge management

lntroduction

As the introduction to Part 2, and Chapter 4 detail, social and cultural factors have been

found to be key mediating factors, affecting the dynamics and likely success of knowledge

management initiatives. This is primarily because such factors have increasingly been

recognized as playing a fundamental role in determining whether workers will be willing

to actively participate in knowledge management initiatives. Inevitably, this has led to

organizations deliberately attempting to manage their cultures to produce appropriate

knowledge behaviours.

Overall this chapter examines two broad topics. Firstly, how organizational cultures

shape the attitudes and behaviours of their staff to knowledge processesr and, secondly,

the ways in which management can use cultute, and Human Resource Management

(HRM hereafter) practices such as recruitment and reward, to produce appropriate

attitudes and behaviours. The attitudes and behaviours that are relevant to knowledge

management initiatives are outlined in Table 9.1. Thus, the use of culture management

and HRM policies can be seen to be concerned not only with attempting to produce

appropriate knowledge behaviours and attitudes, but also with making workers commit-

ted and loyal to their employer, so that valuable knowledge is not lost through staff

turnover Oeidner 2000).

Table 9.1. Attitudes and behaviours relevant to knowledge management init iatives

Attitudes Behaviours

o Posit ive att i tude towards knowledge
management init iat ives

o Level of loyalty and commitment to the
organization, and the goals i t  is pursuing

o Active part icipation in knowledge
management init iat ives

. Having continuous employment for
signif icant periods
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@ S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

The chapter begins by examining the linkages between knowledge management,
human resource management, and general business strategies. The second major section
then shifts focus to examine the topic of organizational culture, and considers its import-
ance in relation to knowledge management initiatives. The third and final section then
considers how specific HRM practices can be used to affect not only attitudes and beha-
viours to knowledge processes, but also levels of organizational loyalty and commitment.

Linking HRM, business, and knowledge strategies

Before it is possible to articulate the t)?e of HRM policies and practices that can support
an organization's knowledge management efforts it is necessary understand the type of
knowledge management strategy that organizations are pursuing. This is because not
only is there an enormous diversity in the type of knowledge management strategies that
organizations can pursue (see Hendriks 2001 for a useful taxonomy), but crucially the
HRM implications of these different strategies are quite distinctive. This raises a number
of related questions including: what is the link, if any, between an organization's know-
ledge management strategy and its business strategy; and how is an organization's
business strategy related to its general HRM strategy. This section therefore examines
how the strategic context (see Figure 9.1) shapes the t)?e of HRM practices and policies
organizations utilize.

Before considering this topic further it is necessary to say that the knowledge
management-strategy relationship, as articulated in the knowledge management literature,
has idealistic and rationalistic overtones. Thus, there are assumptions that business strategies
are developed on the basis of thorough and objective analyses of the business/market envir-
onment/ and that the implications of these business strategies are then used in a logical and
structured fashion to determine organizational practices (such as HRM policies, IT strategy).
In Mintzberg et al.'s terms (1998), strategy follows the Design School or Planning School
models, which neglects the extent to which strategy is ad hoc, emergent, based on limited
searches and hunches, or that business strategies are as much the result of political battles as
careful market analyses. Arguably, this is because the issue of strategy has been given inade-
quate attention in the knowledge management literature (Zack 1999), and that as a con-
sequence strategy models are thus relatively basic and unsophisticated.

Busrness strategy

Fig ,9 .1 .  L ink ing  bus iness ,  knowledge,  and HRM s t ra teg ies
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H R M  P O L I C I E S ,  A N D  K N O W L E D G E  M A N A G E M E N T

A number of writers and analysts suggest that it is fundamentally important to link
knowledge management initiatives to concrete business strategies (Hansen et al.'J.999;
Hunter et al. 2oo2; McDermott and o'Dell zo01; pan and scarbrou gh 1999; Skyrme and
'\midon 7997). Zack (1999) suggests that this is the case because doing so represents the
primary way that such initiatives can be made to effectively contribute to the creation of
economic value and competitive advantage. Thus, in relation to Figure 9.1, the starting
point in deciding on what t)?e of knowledge management initiative to implement
should be an analysis of an organization's business strategy to identify the role of knowl-
edge in it. The development of knowledge and HRM strategies should therefore be
informed by this analysis and link back to the business strategy by deveroping and
reinforcing it.

Different vwiters have characterized the diversity of knowledge management strategies
that organizations pursue in a variety of ways. Hansen et al. (1999), in what is one of the
most well-known frameworks differentiate between two broad knowledge strategies:
codification and personalization (see Table 9.2).Thecodification strategy is most relevant
for companies whose competitive advantage is derived from the reuse of codif,ed knowl-
edge and is centrally concerned with creating searchable repositories for the storage
and retrieval of codifled knowledge. The personalization strategy, by contrast, is most
relevant for companies whose competitive advantage is derived from processes of knowl-
edge creation. The personalization knowledge strategy focuses on ways to improve
the face-to-face sharing of tacit knowledge between the different workers who Dossess
relevant knowledge.

Hunter et al. (2OO2) develop an alternative framework that has four specific knowledge
strategies (see Table 9.3). The first two strategies, building and leveraging human capital,
have in common the fact they are focused on the development and use of human capital.
The second two strategies, deepening knowledge processes and diffusing knowledge,
have in common the fact that they involve the development of human processes. Their

Table 9'2. Codification and personalization knowledge strategies (f rom Hansen et al. 1999)

Knowledge strategy Codification Personalization

Business-Knowledge Link

Relevant Knowledge
Process

HRM lmpl ica t ions

Competit ive advantage th rough
knowledge re-use

Transferr ing knowledge f rom
people to documents

o Motlvate people to codify
their knowledge

o Training should emphasize
the development of lT skirrs

. Reward people for codifying
their knowledge

Competit ive advantage th rough
knowledge creation

lmproving social processes to
faci l i tate sharing of tacit
knowledge between people

. Motivate people to share their
knowledge with others

o Training should emphasize
the development of
inter-personal ski l ls

r Reward people for sharing
knowledge with others
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S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

framework, based on an analysis of the knowledge strategies pursued by five large Scottish
law firms, is similar to that of Hansen et al., in that the knowledge strategies relate to
particular business strategies, and that, different HRM implications flow from each
knowledge strategy.

Castco and Swed-Truck aTe two organizations which had historical ly been organized into separate
and discrete divisions which had operated independently from each othel had interacted
relat ively infrequently, and which had l i t t le in the way of common standards and working prac-

t i ces .  In  the  la te  1990s sen io r  management  in  bo th  o rgan iza t ions ,  based on  an  ana lys is  o f  the i r
changing market condit ions, declded that this had to change, and that there would be organiza-
t ional benefi ts from increasing the amount of interdivisional knowledge-sharing and through
increasing the degree to which working practices were standardized. To achieve this, both organ-
izations embarked on change programmes that involved the development and implementation of
common, organization-wide information management systems. These systems not only required
the development of common standards and working practices, but also faci l i tated interdivisional

communica t ion  and knowledqe-shar ino .

Using the strategy typologies outl lned in Tables 9.2 and 9.3 classify the type of knowreoge
management strategy adopted by Castco and Swed-Truck.

Castco and Swed-Truck: strategy and knowledge

Table 9.3. Hunter et al.  (2002)'s four knowledqe strateoies

Focus Knowledge strategy Objective

Human cap i ta l

f iuman process

Bu i ld ing  human cap i ta l

Leveraging human capital

Deepening knowledge
uti l izat ion

Knowledge dif fusion

Increase the amount of knowledge capital
possessed by the organization through the
recruitment and retention of staff  .

More effect ively ut i l iz ing exist ing knowledge
capital,  for example through use of ICT-based
knowledge-sharing systems.

lmproving the quali ty of interaction between staff
to improve level of (tacit)  knowledge-sharing and
perspectlve makin g/takin g.

lmprove extent to which key knowledge is
dif fused and made accessible to al l  relevant
workers.
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H R M  P O L I C I E S ,  A N D  K N O W L E D G E  M A N A G E M E N T

-rw real ist ic is the strategy model portrayed in the knowledge management l i terature? Does i t

: 'esent too rat ional a model of the strategy-making and implementation process?

Hansen et al. (1999) make clear that the HRM implications of the codiflcation and

personalization knowledge strategies are different, and argue that it is thus important for

organizations to ensure that their knowledge and HRM strategies are aligned (see Table 9.2).

for example, with the codification strategy, the main motivation issue is persuading

rvorkers to codify their tacit knowledge, whereas with the personalization strategy it is

related to persuading people to share their knowledge with others. HRM policies and

practices thus need to be directed towards the achievement of these quite different obiect-

ives. Thus, for example, in terms of recruitment and selection, it will be important to

identify and recruit people with suitable personalities to these different knowledge activ-

ities (knowledge reuse versus knowledge creation). Equally, training and development

implications also require to be different, with companies pursuing codification strategies

requiring to emphasize the development of IT skills, whereas those organizations

pursuing a personalization strategy require to place a substantially greater emphasis on

developing the social networking and interpersonal skills of their workers. Finally, pay-

ment and appraisal systems should reward behaviours appropriate to the organization's

knowledge strategy.

Organizational culture and knowledge management

This section examines two interrelated topics: the extent to which and ways in which

organizational culture can affect attitudes towards and participation in knowledge initi-

atives, and secondly, the extent to which appropriate, positive knowledge cultures can be

created by deliberate management efforts. While there is general unanimity regarding the

importance of culture in affecting knowledge initiatives, as will be seen, opinions vary

greatly on the second topic, which to some extent reflects debates in the wider culture

Iiterature.
Before proceeding any further it is necessary to define what organizational culture is.

While every piece of writing on culture typically gives its own speciflc definition, a useful

one is that provided by Huczynski and Buchanan (2001, 624),wtro define organizational

culture as 'the collection of relatively uniform and enduring values, beliefs, customs, tra-

ditions, and practices that are shared by an organization's members'. This def,nition is

useful as it highlights the collective nature of culture and also suggests that culture exists

both at the level of ideas and behaviours.

@

The beliefs and behaviours shared by an organization's members.
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@ S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

As outlined below, and in subsequent sections, culture is closely interrelated with HRM
policies and practices. Thus, for example, a culture that emphasizes and encourages active
partitipation in knowledge initiatives can be reinforced by HRM practices such as
payment systems or training and development schemes. However, culture is not
reducible purely to the HRM practices employed by an organization. Based on the def,ni-
tion of culture used here it includes elements such as the general management style,
modes of communication, degree of formality in operating practices, all of which may
affect attitudes and behaviours to knowledge management activities. For example, Kim
and Mauborgne (1998) show how the extent to which organizational decision-making
processes are deemed fair, and the extent to which workers are involved in them, which
represents a fundamental aspect of organizational culture, can be crucial in shaping
attitudes to knowledge sharing.

Creating appropriate knowledge cultures

McDermott and O'Dell (2001) suggest that the reason why cultural issues are such a
prominent reason for the failure of many of the earliest knowledge management initi-
atives is that organizations have taken the completely wrong approach. Their case study
evidence suggests that organizations which are successful with their knowledge manage-
ment initiatives, 'build their knowledge management approach to fit their culture' (2001,
77).This is because organizational cultures are much more resilient than any knowledge
management initiative, thus organizations which attempt to shape the culture to flt with
their knowledge management initiative, rather than vice versa, are likely to find that their
knowledge management initiatives fail. Further, the success of such initiatives is also
predicated on organizations having suitable knowledge cultures already in place.

To align a knowledge management initiative with the organization's culture they argue
that it is necessary to link it to both the visible and invisible elements of the culture (see
Table 9.4). In terms of visible elements, the knowledge management initiative needs to
be focused on addressing existing business problems, needs to match the existing'style'
of the organization (such as the degree of bureaucratic rigidity), and that reward and
appraisal systems should make visible the importance of appropriate knowledge

Table 9.4. Linking knowledge management init iatives to organizational culture (from
McDermott  and O'Del l  2001)

Visible elements of culture Invisible elements of culture

KM initiative should link to existing
h r  r c i n e c c  n r n h l a m c

KM initiatives should reflect existing
^ " ^ ^ ^ ; - ^ + : ^ ^ ^ 1  ^ + . , l ^
v t v d r u z d L t u t t d t  > L y t Y

HR practices should link to appropriate
knowledge behaviours

KM init iat ives should l ink to core
organizational values

KM init iat ives should l ink into exist ing networks
of social relat ions.
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H R M  P O L I C I E S ,  A N D  K N O W L E D G E  M A N A G E M E N T

behaviours. In terms of the invisible aspects of an organization's culture, knowledge
management initiatives should reflect existing core values, and should link into existing
networks of social relations. In a similar vein Schulze and Boland (2000) argue that
knowledge management initiatives are likely to fail if they involve the development and
use of work practices which are incongruent with existing work practices.

Embedded in McDermott and O'Dell's analysis is a pessimism that large scale culture
change can be achieved, and that if appropriate knowledge behaviours are not a part of
the existing culture, then it is likely to be very difficult to change the culture to make
them so. An alternative perspective, which is the mainstream perspective in the know-
Iedge management literature, is that organizational cultures can be changed to produce
appropriate knowledge related behaviours and values. Analysts based in the perspect-
ive therefore argue that one of the key tasks likely to underpin the success of knowledge
management initiatives is the modification of an organization's culture in ways that
encourage and support desired knowledge behaviours and attitudes (De Long and Fahey
2000; Ribiere and Sitar 2003).

Do management how the power to control and inf luence organizational culture, or is culture
something beyond the control of management?

Contrary to McDermott and O'Dell, Pan and Scarbrough (1999) argue that appropriate
knowledge cultures can be developed, but admit that doing so is a complex, daunting,
and time-consuming process. Their argument is based on a detailed examination of one
organization: Buckman Laboratories. This organization has arguably been a pioneer of
knowledge management, and was one of the earliest organizations to actively manage
and utilize its knowledge base to improve business performance. Buckman Laboratories
has been relatively successful in these efforts, and has, in the words of one top manager
interviewed by Pan and Scarbrough (L999, 369), 'created a culture of trust encouraging
active knowledge-sharing across time and space among all of the company,s employees
acloss the world.'

This knowledge-sharing culture was something that had to be built and actively developed
via a culture change programme. Pan and Scarbrough argue that key to the success of this
programme was the role played by the organization's leader, Bob Buckman, who initiated
and strongly championed the idea of developing a knowledge-sharing culture. The skills
attributed to Bob Buckman by Pan and Scarbrough-of having a clear vision, a strong
commitment to implementing it, and an ability to communicate it to others-f,ts closely
with the typical characteristics of charismatic leaders (Bryman 1992; Nadler and Tushman
1990). Thus, for Pan and Scarbrough, knowledge-sharing cultures can be developed, given
adequate levels of commitment and leadership from senior organizational management.
Ribiere and Sitar's (2003) strong leadership is a key element to successful knowledge-
related culture change.

The difference of perspective between McDermott and O'Dell and Pan and Scarbrough
regarding the ability of management to deliberately manage culture change reflects

@
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@ S O C I A L  A N D  C U L T U R A L  I S S U E S

similar debates in the wider culture literature (Ogbonna and Harris 1998). One factor that
complicates the management of culture is the existence of subcultures, which may have
their own interests and value systems, and whose strength of identity can affect attitudes
to change (Harris and ogbonna 1998; Hofstede 1998; Sackman r99z). A weakness of the
knowledge management literature that examines culture is that the issue of subcultures,
and how they may affect attempts to develop appropdate knowledge cultures, is
relatively neglected (De Long and Fahey 2000 being one of the rare exceptions).

HRM policies and practices

As outlined in the introduction, the human and social aspects of knowledge processes are
related to and affected by more than simply the attitudes and behaviours of staff towards
these particular activities. Of equal importance is the more general attitude of employees
towards their employing organization. This is for two primary reasons. Firstly, the level of
commitment workers feel towards their employing organizations is likely to shape their
attitudes and behaviours towards knowledge processes. Secondly, and equally import-
antly, the level of commitment that workers have for their employers shapes the extent
to which they are likely to continue working for them. The next section considers how
HRM practices can affect levels of commitment and employee retention, while the sub-
sequent section looks at how HRM policies can shape attitudes and behaviour towards
knowledge processes specifically. This is an analytical separation only, because there is a
close relationship between employees' attitude towards their employing organization,
and their attitude towards the knowledge activities of their emplover.

Employee retention, organizational commitment, and the psychological contract

Retaining workers who possess valuable knowledge should arguably be as important an
element in organization's knowledge management strategy as motivating workers to
participate in knowledge activities. This is because the tacit and embodied nature of much
organizational knowledge means that when employees leave an organization, they take
their knowledge with them. Thus staff turnover means an inevitable leakage and loss of
knowledge (Leidner 2000). As Byrne (2001, 325) succinctly put it, 'without loyalty knowl-
edge is lost'. However, paradoxically, while many writers comment on the importance of
retention/ very few knowledge management studies examine the topic of retention in
any detail. An exception to this is the literature on knowledge workers, examined in
Chapter 14.

To examine the topic of retention it is necessary to utilize the concepts of organizational
commitment and the psychological contract. Commitment was defined and discussed in
Chapter 4. The psychological contract represents the unwritten expectations or obligations
that exist between an employee and the employing organization. For example, workers
may have expectations of work which is intrinsically interesting, high levels of job security,
or good promotion prospects. Most literature focuses on the employee's psychological
contract, which is acknowledged to be highly subjective (McDonald and Makin 2000).
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Fig.9.2.  L ink ing the psychological  contract .  organizat ional  commitment ,  and
organizat ional  behaviours

The importance of the psychological contract is that the extent to which workers perceive

it to be fulfilled (or not), oI the t)?e of psychological contract that workers develop, can

importantly shape their attitudes and behaviour. The relationship between the psycho-

logical contract, organizational commitment, and attitudes/behaviours at work is sum-

marized in Figure 9.2. Thus, the extent to which workers perceive their psychological

contract to be fulfilled will affect their level of organizational commitment, which will in

turn affect the attitudes and behaviours of employees at work.

The unwritten expectations and/or obligations that exist between a worker and their employing

o rg a nization

A common distinction is made between transactional and relational contracts (Rousseau

1990; McDonald and Makin 2000; Morrison and Robinson 1997). Transactional contracts

are where the level of organizational loyalty and commitment workers have is limited,

1-here there may be a limited sense of goal alignment between employees and their

employer, and where the emplo;zment relationship is regarded primarily in economic

ierms. Relational contracts, by contrast, exist where there is a sense of goal alignment

retween employee and otganization, where loyalty and commitment levels are signific-

ant, and there is an emotional as well as economic component to the emplo;zment

:elationship. Flood et al. (2001) in a study of knowledge workers found that a positive

psychological contract did result in higher levels of organizational commitment,
-,rhiie Robertson and O'Malley Hammersley (2000) found that levels of organiza-

:ional commitment affected employee-retention levels and attitudes to knowledge

:rocesses.
The type of psychological contract and level of organizational commitment that

-,r-orkers have has also been found to affect a wide range of organizational attitudes and

rehaviours, including:

. Controllable absences-higher commitment levels are associated with lower levels of

such absences (Iverson and Buttigieg 1999; Somers 1995)

. ,in-role, behaviours, i.e. tasks and duties which are part of a wotker's formal respons-

ibilities. Quality and timeliness of work likely to be positively related to commitment

levels (Kim and Mauborgne 1993; Meyer et al. 1'993)
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o 'citizenship behaviour', i.e. behaviour beyond a worker's formal responsibilities. Such

behaviour is positively related to levels of commitment (Coyle-Shapiro and Kessler

2000; Organ and Ryan 1995)

Empirical evidence also suggests that when workers perceive that there has been a

violation in their psychological contract, for example when expectations are not met, this

can have negative consequences for levels of organizational commitment and loyalty
(Atkinson 2OO2; Coyle-Shapiro and Kessler 2000). However, in the HRM literature this is

an area of intense debate relating to such topics as: the tlpical content of the psycho-

Iogical contract-does it include expectations of job security, career prospects, etc.; is the

psychological contract undergoing change-are expectations of job security declining
(Smithson and Lewis 2000; Beaumont and Harcis2OO2); and have contemporary changes

in the emplolment relationship given rise to a 'contract culture' where transactional
psychological contracts are typical?

ls job security l ikely to be a signif  icant part

workers, or is job security something that
any more?

of the psychological contract of many contemporary
no one real ist ical ly expects to have guarantees over

The final issue dealt with in this section is the question of what organizational

management can do to induce high levels of commitment and loyalty from their workers.

Developing high levels of commitment is generally not simple and straightforward
(Meyer and Allen 1997). However, empirical evidence suggests a number of factors within

managerial control can affect commitment levels including: levels of worker involvement

in organizational decision-making (Gallie et al. 1998); the use of recruitment practices

which attempt to achieve a fit between employee and organization (Iverson and Buttigieg

t999); and a general sense of equality (Burchell et al. 2002). Robertson and O'Malley

Hammersley (2000) explain the high retention rate in the company they examined,

which can be interpreted as indicating high levels of commitment, as being related to the

specific management practices it adopted. These included providing workers with high

levels of autonomy over their work, as well as over their training needs, cteating a culture

of trust and involvement through having open and participative decision-making,

encouraging extensive communication, and having a flat organizational structure.

Staff retention, organizational commitment, and HRM practices

Buck and Watson (2002) report on research into how HRM practices in higher education inst i tutes

in the USA affected levels of organizational commitment and turnover amongst staff .  This was

done through postal and web-based surveys of a range of inst i tut ions. They found that there was

a posit ive correlat ion between level of job enrichment and commitment, but a negative correlat ion
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between training and organizational commitment. Thus, commitment was most l ikely to be

developed through job enrichment practices such as providing workers with high levels of autonomy

and discretion. However, the provision of training may have a negative effect on commitment

levels through providing workers with more marketable skil ls, and raising their awareness of the

benefits from pursuing a multiple company career.

To what extent are these f indings specif ic to the type of occupation examined? For what other type of

job is there l ikely to be expectat ions of autonomy? Think about a range of occupations/jobs and what

the psychological contract of the workers dolng them may be. For example, what are the typical

expectat ions of workers doing routine administrat ive jobs?

In conclusion, this section suggests that fulfilling the psychological contract and

inducing high levels of commitment amongst an organization's workforce can contribute

importantly to an ofganization's knowledge management strategy through helping to

retain key knowledge within the organization. Secondly, there are a wide range of HRM

and general management practices that can be utilized as a way of developing commit-

ment levels in workers. However, as outlined in Chapter 4, a point worth reinforcing is

that very few detailed empirical studies have been done on how workers' commitment

levels affect their attitudes and behaviours to knowledge processes (see Hislop 20O2a).

HRM policies and knowledge attitudes/behaviours

This final section of Chapter 9 examines the role that HRM practices can play in shaping

attitudes to knowledge and learning processes. This is done through focusing centrally on

the ideas and analysis contained in one challenging, interesting and stimulating book:

Beyond Knowledge Management by Garvey and Williamson (2OOZ). This book considers in

detail what an effective culture of knowledge-sharing and learning looks like, as well as con-

sidering the specific HRM and management practices that can be utilized to facilitate such

behaviour, and thus is of central relevance to the issues addressed here. The analysis pre-

sented here is also supplemented by the use of a number of other relevant books and articles.

Characterizing an effective knowledge culture

Before considering what HRM practices can be useful in supporting organizational

knowledge processes, it is necessary to consider in more detail what constitutes effective

knowledge and learning processes, and the character of organizational cultures that

support them. Two key concepts elaborated by Garvey and Williamson are the corporate

curriculum and knowledge productivity (see Table 9.5)' For Garvey and Williamson, a

corporate curriculum which is necessary to support learning and knowledge develop-

nent is one which is respectful of existing knowledge, but which is simultaneously

accepting of new ideas, knowledge, and frameworks. Relatedly, high levels of knowledge

rroductivity are likely when people are able to modify, update, and transform existing

inowledge through a process of critical reflection, dialogue, and experimentation.
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Tabfe 9.5. Corporate curr iculum and knowledge productivi ty (Garvey and Wil l iamson2002)

Corporate curr iculum

Knowledge productivi ty

Organizational- level cl imate and framework of values which shape both
att i tudes to learning and new ideas, as well  as what's defined as val id
knowledge.

Individual- level abi l i ty to produce new insights/knowledge, through an
openness to new ideas, and through integrating them with exist ing
knowledge and experience.

This involves not a rejection of existing knowledge, but a reflection upon it without either
reifying it (an overemphasis on tradition which creates a blindness to the new) or
rejecting it (an inability to effectively learn from the past).

Garvey and Williamson's analysis is fundamentally embedded in the epistemology of
practice framework outlined in Chapter 3. Thus, knowledge productivity and learning are
achieved as much through action, experimentation, and risk taking as through a process
of abstract reflection and formal education or training. Further, learning is most likely to
occur when the corporate curriculum is egalitarian, and respectful of all knowledge and
experience. This requires circumstances where people are able to openly express their
opinions without fear of sanctions. Such circumstances create the potential for open,
critical dialogues through which perspective making and taking is likely to occur, and
which provides circumstances favourable to deep-rooted knowledge sharing and learn-
ing. However, as discussed in Chapter 7, the embeddedness of power in the employment
relationship, combined with the inherent potential for conflict that exists within organ-
izations, means that creating such circumstances is not likely to be a straightforward task.

HRM practices and the creation of a culture of learning and
knowledge development
As with Pan and Scarbrough (1,999), Garvey and Williamson believe that organizational
management does have the ability to put in place practices and structures that can encour-
age, support, and develop a culture of learning. To be knowledge productive requires a
certain mode of thinking and is thus to some extent the responsibility of the individual.
Thus, Garvey and Williamson (2002,125) make clear that the first step in being knowledge
productive is for workers to develop a critical sense of self-awareness. However, there is also
a fundamentally important role that organizations can play in creating a corporate
curriculum that is supportive of such modes of thinking, Iearning, and working.

Rewarding (self) development

Garvey and Wi l l iamson (131) descr ibe an o i l  company where i ts  pay and appraisal  system is  used
to support a learning cuiture. To reinforce the importance of (self) development activity by staff,
workers are rewarded for both meeting commercial performance targets and for undertaking and
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uti l iz ing self-development act ivi t ies. To signal the importance of both these elements they are

embedded in the annual appraisal/pay scheme and together consti tute 30 per cent of a worker's

pay. Development needs are an intr insic part of the annual appraisal/review, and staff are

expected to provide evidence of the self-development act ivi t ies they have undertaken. This

scheme was regarded as successful,  as i t  had a posit ive effect on the amount of t ime and effort

staff  devoted to development act ivi t ies.

While such a scheme is l ikely to be successf ul at encouraging self-development, to what extent ls

there a r isk that i t  may distract workers from a central focus on the achievement of organizational

goa ls?

This example shows how appraisalr pay, and training systems can be used to encourage

appropriate knowledge and learning behaviours. Yahya and Goh (2002) and Hansen et al.

(1999) also conclude that appraisal schemes can provide a useful way of reinforcing the

importance of knowledge-related behaviours that organizations regard as appropriate.

Garvey and Williamson also argue that investing in training can help create an envir-

onment supportive of appropriate knowledge and learning behaviours, as such invest-

ments reflect a corporate curriculum which is supportive of learning. Howeveq for Garvey

and Williamson training should not centre'narrowly'on skills-based training, but should

instead be related to developing social skills of self-reflexivity, how to learn through

experimentation and risk taking, and how to conduct critical dialogues with others. The

importance of training was also emphasized by Hunter et aL. (2002).In their analysis/

training was most important for organizations pursuing a strategy of building social cap-

ital (see Table 9.3), where providing training represents one key way of doing this. Finally,

Robertson and O'Malley Hammersley (2000) also regard the provision of training as one

key way of creating a supportive knowledge culture. However, for the knowledge workers

they examined this was achieved through providing the staff with the autonomy and

resources to identify and undertake what they individually regarded as their own training

needs.

Can people be trained to be knowledge productive, or are such ski l ls/abi l i t ies/att i tudes shaped by

personali ty and intel l igence?

pay and reward systems provide another avenue through which HRM practices can be

utilized to facilitate and develop appropriate knowledge cultures. As illustrated by the

above example, this can be done through linking pay to development activities' It could

also be achieved, as suggested by Hansen et al. (1999), through rewarding knowledge

behaviours which are consistent with the knowledge strategybeingpursued (see Table 9'2)'

In conclusion, this final section has outlined the role that HRM practices such as train-

ing, appraisal, and reward systems can play in supporting and reinfolcing applopdate
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knowledge behaviours. This therefore suggests that management has potentially signiflcant
scope to affect the human, social, and cultural factors that are so crucial to the success of
knowledge initiatives.

Gonclusion

The central focus of this chapter has been on the relationship between organizational
culture and knowledge management initiatives, and has found the relationship to be
both important and complex. The culture an organization has was shown to be an import-
ant factor shaping the attitudes of workers to knowledge initiatives, and the extent to
which they are prepared to use and share their knowledge. One general conclusion
emerging from the chapter is that organizational management, through shaping their
culture, and utilizing relevant HRM policies, can influence the attitudes of their workers
towards knowledge initiatives. However, it was also shown that there is an active debate
on this topic, with some writers raising questions regarding the extent to which effective
knowledge cultures can be achieved through culture management initiatives. Thus,
McDermott and o'Dell (2001) suggest that attempting to modify an organization's
culture to fit in with the objectives of a knowledge management initiative is likely to be a
recipe for failure.

The chapter also showed how attempting to develop the commitment and loyalty
of workers can be a key part of an organization's knowledge management strategy. This
is because not only does the typically tacit and embodied nature of knowledge mean
that when workers leave an organization they take much of their knowledge with them,
but that the level of commitment a worker feels towards his employer is also likely
to affect his willingness to participate in knowledge management initiatives (Hislop
2oo2a). However, developing such commitment and attitudes is by no means
straightforward.

Finally, the chapter also illustrated the importance-specific HRM practices such reward
systems can have in shaping the attitudes and behaviour of workers to knowledge initi-
atives. However/ as was considered at the start of the chapter, to be most effective, such
practices require to be effectively linked to the business and knowledge management
strategy being pursued, as different business and knowledge strategies typically have
quite different HRM implications.

R E V I E W  O U E S T I O N S ,'i i . ,i:ir, riiii,itiij:
1 Do most organizations have a single, dominant culture, or is i t  more typical that they have

dist inct ive subcultures with their own values and knowledqe? What factors affect the extent
to  wh ich  organ iza t iona l  cu l tu re  i s  coherent?

z Some research suggests that money alone is unl ikely to motivate people to share their
knowledge. Can pay systems be used to motivate people to develop or display suitable
att i tudes and behaviours towards knowledge processes?
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g Given the embeddedness of power and confl ict within organizations, are Garvey and

Wil l iamson unreal ist ic about the abi l i ty of organizations to create open, egal i tar ian cultures

where knowledge and ideas can be shared freely?

D. Hislop Q0O2a\. 
'Linking Human Resource Management and Knowledge Management:

A Review and Research Agenda', Employee Relat ions,2Sl2:182-202

Considers how levels of organizational commitment may affect knowledge+elated attitudes and

behaviours.

S. Pan, and H. Scarbrough (1999). 'Knowledge Management in Practice: An Exploratory Case

Study', Iechnotogy Analysis and Strategic Management, 1113 359-14'

Presents a positive case studY of culture change at Buckman Laboratories, where an effective

knowledge-sharing culture was developed.

R. McDermott,  and C. O'Dell  (2001). 'Overcoming Cultural Barriers to Knowledge Sharing',  Journal

of Knowtedge Management,5/1 : 76-85.

Considers how organizational culture and knowledge management initiatives are interrelated.

L. Hunter, P Beaumont, and M. Lee (2002) 'Knowledge Management Practice in Scott ish Law

Firms' , Human Resource Management Journal, 1212:4-21 '

Considers how knowledge management strategY can be tinked to specific HBM practices through

the analvsis of some case studies in large Scottish law firms'
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Learning, innovation, and
knowledge management

These two chapters have in common a focus on del iberate processes of learning within

organizations. However, each chapter considers quite dif ferent types of learning. Thus while

Chapter ' l  0  examines  organ iza t iona l  learn ing  in  genera l ,  Chapter  11  has  a  more  spec i f i c  and

rarrow focus on processes of organizational innovation. However, this is not to suggest these

:oo,cs are unrelated. There is obviously much overlap between the chapters, as processes of

nnovat ion  management  a re  very  much about  learn ing .  However ,  as  Meeus e t  a l .  (2001)argue,
' .vhi le innovation processes can be characterized as a type of learning, they represent a very

specif ic and dist inct ive type of learning. l t  is beyond the scope of this introductory section to

le f ine  what  i s  meant  by  the  te rms ' learn ing '  and ' innovat lon ' .  Th is  i s  p r imar i l y  because,  as  w i l l  be

seen in each chapter, doing so is not straightforward and involves engaging with debates and

:ompet ing  de f in i t ions .

Chapter 10 examines the contemporary l i terature on learning in organizations, lnterest in this

s, lbject predated the explosion of interest in knowledge management by a few years. However,

:rere is an enormous overlap between the subjects. In fact i t  is impossible (and inaccurate) to

:ef ine learning and knowledge processes as being separate and dist inct phenomena. Trying to

:ef ine where learning ends and knowledge processes begin is a fut i le process, as knowledge

3'ocesses can be characterized as being about learning, or to put i t  the opposite way, learning

.rocesses can be characterized as knowledge processes. One of the central focuses in Chapter ' l  O

s the debate over the concept and character of ' the learning organization' that, as wil l  be seen,

:an be characterized as involving two diametrical ly opposed perspectives.

Chapter 1 '1 
by contrast focuses more narrowly on organizational innovation processes, which

^cludes R&D activi t ies, as well  as what some people term new product development (NPD). This

: lapter starts from the basic premiss that innovation processes are fundamental ly knowledge

:'ocesses, which is the way Nonaka, arguably the most well-known writer in the contemporary
..rowledge l i terature, characterizes innovation processes.
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Learning and knowledge
management

Introduction

As Figure 1.1 indicates, a growth of interest in both learning in organizations and

knowledge management occurred at very similar times. This is to a large extent no acci-

dent, and indicated the interrelatedness of these issues. Ultimately, learning, whether at

the level of the individual, group, or organization, is about improving and developing

knowledgeability: changing ideas, values, and/or behaviours through a change or trans-

formation in understanding. This can involve the acquisition and application of new

knowledge/practices, the reconfiguration of existing bodies of knowledge/practices,

refining existing knowledge/practice, or the application of existing knowledge/practice to

a novel context. Thus, while the precise relationship between learning and knowledge

management is unclear, their relatedness is unquestionable (Thomas et al. 2001). The

purpose of this chapter is to consider the ways the learning literature links with

the topic of knowledge management, and how it can help to understand the dynamics of

organizational knowledge processes.

Given the enormity of the body of work on organizational learning this represents a

formidable task. In the space of one chapter it is impossible to outline, let alone examine

in detail, all the issues raised by the organizational learning literature. Thus, deliberately,

this chapter narrowly focuses on the learning literature from the late 1990s and is further

only concerned with how this literature relates to the subject of knowledge management.

Even with this narrow focus, the increasing overlap of interest that occurred between the

learning and knowledge management literature between 1995 and 2OO2 (on the import-

ance of social and cultural issues, on group-level processes/ and on social constructivist/

practice-based perspectives on knowledge-Easterby-Smith et al. 2000; Vince et al.2OO2)

means that there is still much to examine.

As with the general perspective of the book, a critical perspective, is taken to the descrip-

tive, prescriptive, and optimistic literature on learning which conveys the idea that it is

relatively straightforward to become a learning organization. This is because, despite the

rhetoric which suggests that all organizations are becoming learning organizations, there

are many who argue that leaming is still something that few organizations do well or do at
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all (Farr 2000; Hedberg and Wolff 2001; Salaman 2001; Snell 2001; Weick and Westley
1996). This chapter examines the factors that help explain why this is the case, and why
genuine learning can be difficult to achieve within the context of work organizations.

The chapter begins by very briefly examining the difficulties involved in defining what
learning is. After this, the next major section examines the dlmamics of learning in organ-
izations, and the relationship between individual, group and organizational-level learn-
ing processes. The largest section in the chapter then examines the debate on the learning
organization concept, which provides a useful way of discussing some of the key issues
which link the learning and knowledge management literatures. As will be seen, issues
raised by the critics of the learning organization rhetoric, such as the need to account for
power, as well as the broad context of the employment relationship, link closely with
some of the key issues developed in Part 2 of the book, and in Chapter 7 in particular.

Characterizing learning

It would seem sensible to begin the chapter by defining learning. However, such a task is
by no means easy due to the diversity of deflnitions which exist. In fact, one of the char-
acteristics of the literature on learning in organizations is a lack of theoretical consensus
(Berthoin Antal et al. 2OOl; Crossan et al. 1,999). Ironically, the only consensus in this

Table 10.1.  Typologies of  learn ing

Frameworks Concepts/Levels Description

Learning Modes

Learning Types

Learning Levels

Cognit ive

Cu l tu ra l

Behavioural/Action based

Single-loop

Double-loop

Deutero

Ind iv idua l

Group

Organizational

l n + ^ r ^ r ^ ^ ^ i , ^ + i ^ ^ ^ l
i l r L g r u r 9 o r i l a o L u t  t o l

Learning as a change in intel lectual concepts and
f rameworks (at individual or group level).

Change in lntersubjective, group-based values,
concepts or f  rameworks.

Learning occurs primari ly through action fol lowed
by a process of cr i t ical ref lect ion.

Incremental changes within a coherent
framework of theory.

Learning where exist ing theories/assumptions
are questioned and ref lected on.

The highest level of learning which involves the
process of learning and ref lect ion i tself  being
questoneo.

Changes in the behaviour or theories and
concepts of an individual.

Changes ln group level, shared understandings or
practrces.

Inst i tut ional izat ion at organizational level of
changes in behaviour/theory.

Learning at supra-organizational level-for
example within a network or sectoT.
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subiect area appears to be on the lack of consensus that exists within itl The heterogeneous

and relatively fragmented nature of the literature on learning is partly because it is such a

broad, multidisciplinary topic. Thus learning in organizations has been written about by

economists, management scientists, psychologists, sociologists, historians, and anthro-

pologists, all of whom conceptualize it in different ways.

Thus, instead of providing a single definition of learning, Table 10.1 gives an overview

of some of the most important ways that learning in organizations has been characterized

(for a more detailed examination of the different taxonomies of learning which exist see

Pawlovsky 2001). These typologies ale not examined in detail because not only do con-

straints of space make it impossible to do justice to the depth of debate, but the debate on

these typologies became somewhat dormant during the mid-1990s (Easterby-Smith et aI'

2000). Thus, most of the contemporary learning literature makes only passing reference

to these frameworks. Presenting such a summarized overview illustrates the complexity

of the topic and the diversity of ways in which learning has been conceptualized'

The dynamics of organizational learning

While the central concern of the chapter is on learning within organizations, this does

not mean that there is an exclusive focus on organizational-level learning. As will be seen,

learning in organizations can be characterized as involving a d;,rramic reciprocity

between learning processes at the individual, group, and organizational level. Before

presenting a conceptual model that outlines the interrelationship between these

processes it is useful to define and discuss the term organizational learning. Organizations

can be understood to learn, not because they'think' and'behave' independently of the

people who work within them (they cannot), but through the embedding of individual

and group learning in organizational processes, routines, structures, databases, systems of

rules, etc. (Hedberg 1981; Shrivastava 1983). For example, organizational learning would

be where insights developed by an individual or group result in a systematic transforma-

tion of the organization's work practices/values. However, it is wrong to equate organiza'

tional learning as being simply the sum of individual and group learning processes (Vince

2001). Organizationallearning only occurs when learning at the individual or group level

impacts on organizational-level processes and structures. But such a transition is by no

means automatic. For this to be achievable organizations need to be able to sustain critical

reflection on their established norms and practices. It is thus possible, as will be seen in

the example of Hyder presented later in the chapter, that learning can occur at individual

and group levels, but nofproduce learning at the organizational level'

The embedding of individual- and group-level learning in organizational structures and processes,

achieved through ref lect ing on and modifying the norms and values embodied in establ ished

:rganizational processes and structures.
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Ind iv idual Group

Feedforward

Organization

Ind iv id  ua l

Group

Organization

Fig. 10.1. The modified Crossan et al. model (from Zietsma etal.2002\

This complex interrelationship between learning at different levels is taken account of
in the Crossan-Zietsma framework of organizational learning. This framework was
initially devised by Crossan et al. (1999), but was usefully modified by Zietsma et al.
(2002) with the addition of two action-based learning processes to supplement the more
cognitively focused processes of Crossan et al. The relationship between the six learning
processes and three levels of learning in the Crossan-Zietsma framework is illustrated in
Figure 10.1.

Descriptions of the learning processesr and the levels at which they exist are outlined in
Table 10.2. In the framework, the six learning processes link the three levels of learning
through two opposing dy'namics: feed forward and feedback loops. The feed forward loop,
alternatively referred to as an exploration-based learning process, involves the development
and assimilation of new knowledge. Exploration thus starts with individual-level learning,
through intuition or attending, and then builds to both group- and organizationlevel
learning through interpretation, experimentation, integration, and institutionalization
processes. The feedback loop, by contrast, referred to as an exploitation-based learning
process, involves the utilization of existing knowledge, whereby institutionalized learning
guides and affects how groups and individuals act and think. However, while feed forward
and feedback learning loops involve moving between learning processes at different levels,
such movement cannot be assumed to happen automatically or unproblematically. Thus,
for example, it can be difficult for someone to take an individual-level insight, articulate it
to a group, and for this to develop into a shared, agreed upon, collective insight.

One of the core themes in the Crossan-Zietsma framework is the tension that exists
between exploration (the development and acquisition of new knowledge) and exploitation
(the utilization of existing knowledge). This tension exists because processes of exploration
may bring into question, challenge, undermine and even replace institutionalized norms

i
e

_o

E

ln tu i t ing
Attending

f +

I nterpreti ng
Experimenting

Integrating

Institutiona l izing
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Table 10.2. characterist ics of learning process in crossan-Zietsma model

Process name Level Process descriPtion

@

lntuition

Attending

lnterpretation

Experimenting

lntegration

lnstitutionalization

lnd iv idua l

lnd iv idua l

Individual-G rou p

Individual-Group

Group-Organization

Organization

Cognit ive process involving the preconsclous

recognit ion of patterns. lntuit ion is highly
subjective and rooted in individual experience.

Action-based individual process of activeiy
searching for and absorbing new ideas.

Explaining personal insights through words or

actions. l t  can be an rndividual process, where an

individual act ively interprets their own insights, or

a group process where individual insights are

shared and discussed col lect ively.

Attempting to implement and uti l ize new learning

through actual practices of change.

Developing shared understandings and practices,

which can occur through both dialogue and

coordinated action.

The process of ensuring that routinized action

occurs through embedding insights in

organizational systems & processes

(knowledge and practice) embedded in exploitation processes. This is a potentially serious

tension because, as Crossan et al. argue (1999, 534) 'learning that has become institutional-

ized atthe organizational level is often difficult to change.' Thus the institutionalization of

learning has the potential risk that such a process can introduce rigidities and an inability to

adapt and change through a blinkering process that leaves institutionalized norms unques-

tioned. Thus when instituflonalized norms become powerful and dominant, for example

through being successful, they can turn into what has been defined as 'competency traps'

rvhere organizations become locked in to previously successful loutines through not noti-

cing or effectively accounting for changed ctucumstances (Bettis and Prahalad 1995;

Levinthal and March 1993). To help explain the Crossan/Zietsma framework, an example of

its application is presented immediately below.

Resisting and embracing learning: the case of MacMillan Bloedel

] e t smae ta | . ( 2002 )p resen tan in te res t i ngcases tudyo fano rgan i za t i onwh ich fo r | ongpe r i ods
::t ively resisted change, but which eventually undertook a radical transformation MacMillan

I cedel (MB) is a Canadian forestry company, which for a long time was in the vanguard of

::fending the use of 'clear cutting'forestry management in the face of extensive and widespread

:coosition from a range of protesters. In terms of the CroSSan framework this was because MB

,,,as focused on exptorationfieedback learning processes, which involved the uti l ization and
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refinement of exist ing practices and values. In MB, these inst i tut ional ized norms were extremely

powerful and dominant, which actively lnhibited, i f  not prevented, feed forward, or explorat ion-

based learn ing  wh ich  cha l lenged the  ex is t ing  va lues  in  any  way.  In  MB th is  meant  the  log lc  o f

clear-cutt ing forestry management was never seriously questioned. This occurred because MB

developed a specif ic form of competency trap, which Zietsma et al.  label led a ' legit lmacy trap',

wh ich  s ign i f i can t ly  inh ib i ted  learn ing .  A  leg i t imacy  t rap  occurs  where  the  arguments  o f  an

individual/group are ignored or regarded as worthless as the legit imacy of the group/individual to

make relevant arguments are questioned. In the case of MB, the arguments of the protesters

were disregarded as senior management bel ieved that they did not understand the detai led tech-

nlcal and economic factors affect ing forestry business practices. Resistance to the arguments of

the  pro tes ters  was a lso  re la ted  to  ind iv idua l - leve l  emot iona l  i ssues .  Thus ,  many o f  MB's  sen io r

managers were reluctant to l isten to the arguments of the protesters as they felt  this chal lenged

and undermined the moral i ty of their tradit ional values and business practices. However over

t ime,  change and learn ing  d id  beg in  to  occur ,  w i th  var ious  iso la ted  ind lv idua ls  in  MB ( inc lud ing

pub l ic  re la t ions  s ta f f  and f  ie ld  managers)  adapt ing  the i r  th ink ing .  Th is  occur red  no t  s imp ly  th rough

a process of intuit ion, but also through an active process Zietsma et al.  label as 'attending' (see

Table 10.2), where these individuals actively engaged in a dialogue with the protesters to develop

a better understanding of their perspective and arguments. These isolated, individual learning

processes then developed into isolated group-level learning through processes of group-level

interpretat ion and experimenting. This involved groups of individuals coming together not only to

share their views, but act ively experiment with alternative forestry management practices.

Final ly, after a new CEO was appointed this learning became inst i tut ional ized, with the view-

points of the protesters becoming accepted and discussed at board Ievel. This inst i tut ional izat ion

of learning became highly visible when MB eventual ly gave up clear-cutt ing practices altogether

and shif ted to a dif ferent style of forestry management.

How signif  icant was the appointment of the new CEO to organizational- level learning occurrlng at

MB? To what extent are competency traps that inhibit  organizational learning related to the att i tudes

and behaviours of senior management in organizations?

The learning organization: emancipation of exploitation?

As outlined in the introduction, the literature on organizational learning is characterized

by a diversity of theoretical perspectives. One specific topic that has produced an enor-

mous amount of debate and heated argument is the learning organization' It is worth-

while examining the contours of this debate, as doing so sheds light on some key issues'

crudely, those engaged in this debate can be classified into two broad camps: the

visionaries oI utopian propagandists and the sceptics or gloomy pessimists (Friedman

et al. 2001). The visionary/propagandists camp, whose most well-known and ploliflc writ-

ers include Peter Senge (1990) and Mike Pedler (Pedler et al' t997), is largely dominated
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by consultants and industrial practitioners (Driver 2002). This camp portrays the learning

organization as an achigvabfe.j_deal with significant bgnqfits. for both organizations

enO th-eiiworters. ftre sceptic/pessimistic camp, which is largely populated by academics,

.frafie.tgei'ihi, p..rp".tive and pours scorn on the claims of the learning organiza-

tion propagandists (Levitt and March 1988; Weick and Westley 1996). Primarily these

n-riters, with Coopey (1995, 1998) being one of the most incisive, argue that despite the

emancipatory rhetoric of the learning organization discourse, in reality it is likely to

provide a way to buttress the power of management and is thus likely to lead to increased

exploitation of and control over workers, rather than in their emancipation and

self-development.
This section examines the two dominant perspectives in this debate, simultaneously

uncovering and focusing on key issues such as power, the natule of the employment

relationship, and trust, which have been shown in Part 2 tobe key to understanding the

d;mamics of knowledge processes, and which thus helps to link the learning and knowledge

literatures.

The learning organization: the advocates vision

Constraints of space make it impossible to elaborate all the different learning organization

frameworks developed by its different advocates (Pedler, Senge, Garvin, among others).

This section focuses centrally on the way Pedler et al. conceptualize it. However, there is

much commonality to these frameworks, therefore, there is a general resonance between

the broad characteristics of these different models. Pedler et al. (1997 ,3) define the learn-

ing organization as an, 'or.g_u1ttz;4tion which facilitates the learning of all its members

and consciously transforms itself and its co-ptex!'. Their learning organization frame-

wuIpi3'aTjtt?ldboiatedfnto"eleven speciflc characteristics (see Table 10.3). A key element

of this definition is that there is a mutual, positive synergy between the organizational

context and the learning of its members. Thus in a learning organization, the organiza-

tional context should facilitate the learning of organizational staff, with this learning in

turn sustaining and contributing to the ongoing transformation of the organizational

context.

One of the articulated orgaliza,lto;1a-l advantag,e.l.9l""th9Jg?,{Si+.9-9j93}-1.:9jl-93".!-T?-{ls:
work is that it is qpprop_riate-, 

'p--9o-g-!i,ng-en-gy-!he-,o-11-t9rp-qL!9 
-t!-I-9..q,q-+-!,e.pP-olqly..!9!11--T.:...

-  
.  , - .  i  - . -

enViro-n-me.nf rySSb_tSjnSgtly.,qfrg4qleripgd ?t beipg h-rgtr.1yeompetitlv*e--a:..d--t-U$--!l,l-9!J.

filrrison and Leitch 2000; Salaman 2001). Jl-:"r.,"_il"-CU-.-h^.-cjrsiru.s*!-4-I-lqe.C qlgS_ry-z*-i_o_ls

regr4leJo.contlnually-"adapt"apd..change, wilh- the_1$-o-p-!-!o!--9f 1l-1e--1,9?rning organization

J1-qg,g,y_oft bqing glgued te ma5-e- itris possiure. on" oi ttt. *1"1ng"!h1!ai9"tttJf6-F.-.4:
lg3rniqg grgaqilqtiqp_ii !bS*{o:9",1!.9! it jq..flelible,-4ng th4! thll-proJl-q-ql9--189!t "zAlt"g-l-s-
*itn tfr. ability-to.qqtrlgy_e-44d!-e-t-ai!.4 p-o.-siliqr,I qf 9-omp-e!it11r9 a,{yqltage, Implicitly (and

iimetimes explicitly) the learning organization is regarded as the antithesis of traditional

9gl9?1cru.i"h.w-hlplr--erSrgCalqgg tha"ing highly cenlla1ized and liierarchicai syslems

of management and qonarol. Instead, the learning organization ls typigally conceptual-

]-zed as having 4 pgl_atively flat structure, open communication systems, limited top down

control, apd autonomous working conditions (Driver 2002).
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Table 10.3. The earning company framework of Pedler et al.  ( ' j  997)

Focus Core characteristics Description

Strategy

Looking in

Structures

Looking out

Learntng
Opportunities

(1 ) Learning Approach to
Strategy

(2) Part icipative Policy-Making

(3) Informating

(4) Formative Accounting
and Control

(5) Internal Exchange

(6) Reward Flexibi l i ty

(7) Enabling Structures

(8) Boundary Workers as
Environmental Scanners

(9) Intercompany Learning

(' l  O) Learning Climate

(1 1) Self-Development
Opportunit ies for Al l

Strategy maki ng-implementation-
evaluation structured as learning
processes-f or example w,th
experiments and feedback loops.

Al low al l  organizational members
opportunity to contr ibute to making of
major pol icy decisions.

Use of lT to empower staff through
widespread information dissemination
and having tolerance to how it  is
in+arnrata. l  anr i  r  rcar l

Use of accounting practices which
contr ibute to learning combined with a
sense of self-responsibi l i ty, where
individuals/groups encouraged to regard
themselves as responsible for cost
management .

Constant, open dialogue between
ind iv idua ls  and group w i th in  an
organization, and encouraging
col laboration not competit ion.

New ways of rewarding people for
learning contr ibution which may not be
solely f inancial,  and where principles of
reward system are expl ici t .

Use of loose and adaptable structures
which provide opportunit ies for
organizational and individual development.

The bringing in to an organization of
ideas and working practices developed
and used exrernal ly-an openness and
receptivi ty to learning from others.

Use o l  mutua l l y  advantageous learn ing
activi t ies with customers, suppliers etc.

Faci l i tate the wil l ingness of staff  to
take r isks and experiment, which can be
encouraged by senior management taking
the lead. People not punished for
cri t icizing orthodox views.

Have opportunit ies for al l  staff  to be
able to develop themselves as they see
appropi late.
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Learning organization (propagandists)

An organization which supports the learning of i ts workers and al lows them to express and uti l ize this

learning to the advantage of the organization, through having an organizational environment which

encourages  exper imenta t ion ,  r i sk  tak ing ,  and open d ia logue '

However, the advocates such as Pedler are clear that the benefits of utllizing the

learning organization framework are by no means conflned to improving organizational

performance. Instead, an inherent element of these frameworks is that management and

workers alike will benefit from their adoption. In fact one of the articulated consequences

of utilizing these frameworks is that the divisions between management and workers are

likely to become blurred. As is clear from all eleven characteristics of the learning organ-

ization framework (see Table 10.3), workers beneflt through the creation of a working

environment where levels of participation in maior decisions ale high, where the

opinions of all are valued, and where there are opportunities for workers to be creative

and develoP themselves.

To what extent are bureaucratic organizational structures anti thetical to organizatlonal learning?

\re f lexible or network structures (see Chapter 12) more conducive to, and support ive of

r rqan iza t lona l  learn ing?

one element, which is argued to be necessary and centlal to the creation of such a

rvorking environment, is a particular tlpe of leadership style (Sadler 2001; Snell 2001)' For

example leaders in learning organizations require to be learners as much aS teachels' and

that they should also have loles as coaches or mentols. Such a leadership style is neces-

sary not only to actively stimulate the curiosity and learning of workers, but to also make

leaders Sensitive and responsive to the opinions of wolkers. Howevet, the contradictions

of the learning organization advocates regarding the role and style of that organizational

management should have are discussed later when looking at the critique of this per-

spective. Before doing this it is useful to illustrate its application in practice, with the

results of this process pointing towards the criticisms of this perspective.

A learning organization?

- larr ison and Leitch (2000) appl ied Pedler 's learning organization framework to what they

:escribe as a knowledge-intensive company, a small  software development company' wnlcn

:mployed a large proport ion of graduates. The company had a f lat organizational hierarchy, and

siructured work around f lexible, temporary project teams Harrison and Leitch used a survey to

ienti fy whether the company demonstrated the characterist ics of a learning organization'

@
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The survey was sent to three levels of workers: the Managing Director (MD), senior managers,
and project team members. Each respondent was asked questions on both how thev perceived
the company to be, and how they would l ike i t  to be, with the dif ference between these scores
representing what Pedler et al.  cal led a dissatisfact ion index. One of most interesting f indings
was that a consistent dif ference existed, across al l  three levels of the hierarchy, in terms of the
d issa t is fac t ion  index .  Thus  the  MD had negat ive  average score  o f  _1 .2a /o ,  ind ica t ing  tha t  he
thought the company exceeded his expectat ions in terms of support ing staff learning. By
contrast, the average score for senior managers was 1B.2ok, while that for project staff  was
381ok.  Thus  sen io r  managers ,  and more  spec i f i ca l l y  p ro jec t  s ta f f ,  had d i f fe ren t  percept ions
regarding the extent to which the organization supported their learning. However, there was
evidence that the company displayed the characterist ics of a learning organization as the MD
addressed some of these concerns, despite his own feel ings. One area where tnrs was done was
'reward f lexibi l i ty '  (see Table 10.3), where issues raised by staff were dealt with. However, there
were other areas of disagreement, such as in relat ion to 'structures'where 

no conclusive resolu-
t ion was achieved. Harrison and Leitch conclude by suggesting that the consistency of dif ference
in satlsfact ion levels, ' raises 

the possibi l i ty of substantial dif ferences in internal pol icy-making and
pr io r i t i za t ion ,  wh ich  w i l l  b r ing  in to  p lay  i ssues  o f  con f  l i c t  and power  re la t ions . '  (1  13) .

Are such dif ferences typical? To what extent are the interests of workers and managers with regards
to learning l ikely to be in confl ict? Further, does this suggest that there are few, true learninq
organizations?

Arguably, though this is not how Harrison and Leitch see it, the differences in
satisfaction levels found could be interpreted as indicating that there are irreconcilable
differences between senior management and workers, which make it likely that conflict
will be inherent and unavoidable. This represents one of the main critiques put forward
by Coopey of the leaming organization framework, and is an issue that will thus be
elaborated in detail in the following section.

The learning organization: the sceptics' perspective

The arguments of the learning organization advocates have produced an enormous
amount of debate (Easterby-Smith 1997; Tsang 1997). This section examines the critique
put forward by those who have been labelled the pessimists or sceptics. The critique is
structured into three broad, but interrelated areas: the nature of the employment rela-
tionship, the need to account for power, and how individual factors, such as emotion,
shape people's willingness to learn.

Commitment, trust, and employment relationship
Central to Coopey's (1995, 1998) critique of the learning organization rhetoric is that
there is a fundamental contradiction that is not addressed, regarding the power and
authority of management. On the one hand, as outlined previously, Pedler's vision of the
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learning organization-characterized by the suppolt and encouragement given to open

discussion and risk-free critical debate, as well as the importance of democratic decision-

making processes-requires organizational managers to share power much more than in

traditional organizations. However, on the other hand, Pedler takes for granted the legit-

imacy of both shareholder rights, enshrined in company law, as well as management's

authority and right to manage in their shareholders interests (Coopey 1995, 195)' Thus,

while the learning organization rhetoric suggests that more democratic decision making

is necessary, it doesn't explain how this can be effectively achieved. Given that empirical

evidence suggests that organizational management is often unwilling to share poweq it is

arguably unlikely that such a plocess will occur voluntarily (Boeker t992; Dovey 1997;

Kets de Vries 1991).

l f  management's authority to manage is enshrined in company law, does this l imit the extent to

whrch organizational decision-maklng can be made democratic?

Coopey's argument, which is compatible with the way the employment relationship is

conceptualized in Chapter 7, is that within the socio-economic context of capitalism,

power is structurally embedded in the employrnent relationship, and that this t)?ically

places workers in a subordinate position to management. Such institutional arrange-

ments are argued to produce a'democratic deficit'where the values, ideas, and interest of

workers are largely downplayed and where the authority and knowledge of management

is privileged and taken for granted (Coopey 1998). In such situations it is arguable that

the vision of the learning organization articulated by its propagandists is unlikely to be

achieved. Firstly, this is because necessary levels of empowerment are unlikely to be

granted to workers. Secondly, without such levels of empowerment the level of trust in

and commitment to their organizations that workers have is likely to be relatively low

lCoopey 1998).

Power, politics, and learning

Neglecting to adequately account of power, politics, and conflict is another critique made

against the learning organization propagandists. However, such neglect was $'pical of the

majority of the learning literature until the mid-1990s (Berthoin Antal et al. 2001).

Further, the propagandists not only downplay such issues, but ale t)?ically unwilling to

even acknowledge that they are relevant to the analysis of learning processes (Driver

2002). However, since the mid-1990s, issues of power and politics have been given a

greater level of attention (LaPolombaraZO0l; Easterby-Smith et al. 2000; Vince et aI.

2002). The need to account for power and politics in learning processes flows from three

closely interrelated factors (see Figure 10.2).

Firstly, as discussed in Chapter 7, power and knowledge are intimately interrelated. Thus

if learning is about the development and use of knowledge, then account needs to be

taken of issues of power (Vince 2O02). Coopey (1998) for example, drawing on Foucault

suggests that managerial authority relates to the inseparability of power and knowledge,
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F ig.  10.2.  L ink ing power and pol i t ics to learn ing

where management's power is reflected in the privileging of their knowledge, and vice
versa. Secondly, as discussed in the previous section, the need to account for power in
learning processes relates to the embeddedness of power in the employrnent retationship.
Thirdly, and finally, some argue that power and politics need to be accounted for due to
the typical lack of value consensus which exists in most organizations, and the potential
for conflict and disagreement this creates (Huzzafi. and Ostergre n 20O2; Salaman 2001).
This is another issue that was discussed previously in Chapter 7.

Huzzard and ostergren (2002) examined the dynamics of learning in a Swedish trade union (SlF).
where, during the 1990s, a lack of consensus exjsted over the fundamental objectives of the
organ iza t ion ,  as  we l l  as  how i t  shou ld  respond to  s ign i f i can t  economic  and soc ia l  changes wh ich
undermined tradit ional notions of col lect ivi ty. In response to these environmentat changes senior
management in SIF attempted to implement a top down, central ized process of learning, where
they  descr ibed and exp la ined how and why the  unron was chang ing .  The in ten t ion  was tha t
th rough th is  p rocess  un ion  members  and o f f  i c ia ls  wou ld  come to  agree w i th  the  cent ra l l v  p lanned
changes. These changes were characterized as general ly moving from a col lect ivist to a more
individual ist ic orientat ion, from an adversarial to a partnership-based relat ionship with organiza-
t lonal management, and moving from a focus on issues of col lect ive bargaining over pay and con-
dit ions to support ing the career and work experience of members. However. l i t t le evidence
existed that these ideas were accepted by local union members and off icials. Thus, despite this
init iat ive, members had a diversity of conceptions of the union's basic values and identi ty. Huzzard
and Ostergren argue that attempting to develop a consensus in such a context was not feasible.

Learning without a consensus
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and that learning would be more l ikely to occur i f  the value djssensus was embraced, and where
ceople developed a better understanding of the perspective of others through an open process
c f  communica t ion .

How typical is the case of SIF? ls value consensus unl ikely in most organizations? Do confl ict ing
cerspectives inhibit  learning? To what extent can confl icts operate as catalysts to learnino?

The critics of the learning organization rhetoric argue that taking adequate account of
these factors means the vision of the advocates is unrealistic, and that there are likely to
be some stark contradictions between their rhetoric and the way the adoption of learning
organization practices impact on organizational relations. Thus, rather than workers hav-
ing a greater potential for creativity and self-development, the use of learning organiza-
tion practices may mean they are subject to greater levels of control. Further, rather than
empowering workers, learning organization practices have the potential to bolster and
reinforce the power of management (Armstron g 2oo0; coopey 1995, r99g; Driver zo0z;
Easterby-Smith 1997). The adoption of the rhetoric and practice of the learning organiza-
tion can be perceived as increasing the potential to control workers, because, as with the
use of culture-based management practices generally (Kunda lg92), itinvolves a form of
socially based control, where goal alignment between worker and organization is
achieved through persuading workers to internalize the organi zational value system
(Driver 2002). such control systems are more subtle, less visible, and have the potential to
be more effective than traditional bureaucratic methods (Alvesson and wllmott 2001;
Gabriel1999).

R
An organization where social ly based control systems are used to create value al ignment around the
benefi ts to al l  of learning, which has the potential to reinforce management power, and contradict the logic
of emancipation embodied in the learning organization rherorrc.

Some writers however, conclude that conflict is not necessarily detrimental to learning
processes, and that if conflict and differences of opinion are managed and negotiated
through a certain type of diarogue, they can actually facilitate rearning (coopey and
Burgoyne 20oo; Huzzard and ostergr en 20o2). For example, conflict can facilitate learn-
ing if it is dealt with in a communication process which does not privilege any particular
point of view, where people are able to communicate without fear, where the commun-
ication is a two-way process, and where ultimately the objective of the process is not to
achieve a consensus, but for people to develop a greater understanding of the viewpoint
of others' Such processes therefore have much in common with the processes of perspect-
ive making and taking outrined in chapter 3, which are an important erement of the
practice-based perspective on knowledge.
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Emotion and attitudes to learning

The final factor that the learning organization advocates inadequately account for is the
role of emotion in shaping attitudes and behaviours towards learning processes. However,
a growing number of writers now acknowledge how emotion importantly affects the
dynamics of learning processes (Scherer and Tran 2001; Vince 2001). At the individual
Ievel, learning can be regarded as potentially positive and exciting-discovering new
knowledge, improving levels of understanding, developing more effective ways of work-
ing, etc. But, there is also a potential negative side-giving up the familiar, embracing
some level of uncertainty-which may be anxiety-inducing for people (Kofman and
Senge 1993). Learning is therefore likely to induce conflicting emotions for people.
Learning and changing can also be understood to affect an individual's sense of self-
identity (Child 2001), which may be regarded positively or negatively. Arguably, the
attractiveness of defensive routines (Argyris 1990) is that they provide people with a sense
of security and self-identity (Giddens 1991). Thus, a potentially frightening side of learn-

ing is that it can be felt to involve giving up that which makes people feel competent and
secure. For example, in the case of MacMillan Bloedel examined earlier, part of the reason
why senior management resisted change was because they felt that acknowledging the
Iegitimacy of the protester's arguments raised questions about the morality of their
actions and the company's strategy (Zietsma et al.2OOZ).

Learning can also be understood to have an emotional component due to the dynamic
between individual and group or organizational level learning. Primarily, learning and
change will inevitably involve, to some extent, challenging the existing balance of power,
interests, practices, and values. Thus, learning may induce hostility and defensiveness
because of its (potential) implications: people may be scared of challenging the existing
norms (Salaman 2001). As Cooper and Burgoyne (2000) argue, the character of the organ-
izational context will crucially affect the extent to which people will feel anxious and
reluctant to raise or introduce learning that is likely to challenge existing values and prac-

tices. Pessimistically, they argue that few organizations create the 'psychic space' for peo-
ple to raise such issues in a risk-free and supportive environment, with, for example,
levels of consultation in key decision-making processes typically being 'pitifully low'
(2000,876).In such circumstances normalizing pressures are likely to inhibit the quest-

ioning of established norms, which may adversely affect the willingness or capacity of
people to learn. Thus, Vince (2001) suggests, as a consequence of these ideas, that issues
of power, politics, and emotion are intimately related.

Conflict, emotion, and learning: the case of Hyder

Vince (2001) analysed the dynamics of learning at Hyder, a mult i-ut i l i ty and inf rastructure company,

which had evolved considerably from its origin as Welsh Water. Hyder actively supported indi-

vidual learning, and bel ieved that this would create organizational learning. However NO organiza-

t ional learning occurred, which was explained by the intra-organizational dynamics which were
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shaped by issues of power and emotion. Hyder's evolution from Welsh Water into Hyder had

resulted in two broad perspectives emerging over what the values underpinning the company

should be. One camp saw the company as being primarily a Welsh uti l i ty, and that it should be

driven bv values of public service. The other camp saw the company as a global corporation that

should be driven by commercial values. People in both camps used a range of methods in attempt-

ing to make their view of the company accepted. One of the main polit ical tactics used was to

develop change init iatives, which resulted in two competing init iatives being developed simultan-

eously. One was a corporate re-branding exercise to create the idea of one company driven by

commercial values. The other change init iative, which used the rhetoric of employee empower-

ment, attempted to develop support around the public service perspective. Very l itt le communica-

tion occurred between the camps and what was described as an ' iron curtain' developed between

them. This reinforced the sense of competit ion, increased the level of anger and suspicion in both

camps at the motivations of the other, and created a sense of entrenchment and defensiveness

which ultimately reinforced their isolation. Individual learning was not able to contribute to organ-

izational learning as it couldn't/didn't challenge the existing dynamics. This was partly shaped by

emotions of defensiveness, as part of the dynamic was the fear of the consequences of challen-

ging the status quo. As a consequence of this, open and acrimonious disputes were avoided

(people publicly pretended they didn't exist, but simultaneously were attempting to defend their

interests). Thus these organizational dynamics actively inhibited organizational learning.

This represents an example where confl ict ing viewpoints actively inhibited organizational- level

learning. What could management at Hyder have done to make use of these dif ferent perspectives to

actively facl l i tate organizational- level learning ?

Conclusion

The chapter has shown that the enormous literature on organizational learning which has

been produced since the mid-1990s is of great relevance to those wishing to understand

the dynamics of organizational knowledge processes. This should be relatively unsurpris-

ing given the relatedness of learning to knowledge management. Through utilizing the

Crossan-Zietsma framework the complexity of the relationship between learning at indi-

vidual, group, and organizational levels was explored, showing how organizational learn-

ing cannot simply be regarded as the sum of the learning of an organization's wotkers.

The chapter also showed how the concept of the learning organization has been the

subject of significant debate, with its advocates arguing that it provides both organiza-

tions and workers with many benefits, while the critics argue that the emancipatory

rhetoric of the learning organization disguises and denies the way in which the practices

of the learning organization may impact negatively on workets, for example leading to

increased levels of exploitation and control. This debate was not resolved, but it did

provide a useful way of revealing the diversity of factors which making learning within

the context of work organizations difficult and complex (see Table 10.4).
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Table 10.4. Factors affect ing learning in organizations I
a

Factor Level

The emotional character of learning

Competency traps and the difficulty of giving up estabtished
v s l t  t e <  a n d  n r e r t i r a c

The politics and power involved in implementing learning
and challenging established norms

The interrelatedness of learning, knowledge, and power

The embeddedness of power in the employment relationship

lndividual

Ind ivid ua l-G rou p-Organization

I ndividual-G roup-Organization

Supra-organ izational

Supra-orga n izat iona I

The advocates of the learning organization suggest that crlt ical self-reflection and open
debate on norms and values are fundamental to learning organizations. However, coopey
and Burgoyne (2000) suggest few organizations provide the 'psychic space' where such
reflection can occur. Do you agree with this analysis? lf so, what factors are key in stif l ing
such processes?

Compare the two definit ions of the learning organization outl ined in the chapter. Which do
you most agree with, and why?

One of the main crit iques of the learning organization l iterature is that managements are
typically unlikely to 'give up' and share power in the way necessary to facil i tate proper
learning and self-reflection. Do you agree with this? lf so, what, if anything can be done to
persuade such managers that sharing power with workers has potential advantages for ali?

C. Zietsma, M. Winn, O. Branzei, and l .  Vert insky (2002). 'The War of the Woods: Faci l i tators and
lmpediments of Organizational Learning Processes',  Bri t ish Journal of Management, l3: 561-74.
A fascinating case studY that examines the dynamics of organizational learning processes and
provides a useful modificatton of the Crossan framework.

R. Vince (2001). 'Power and Emotion in Organizational Learning',  Human Relat ions, S4l lO: i325-Ej
A useful examination of the relationship between individual- and organizational-level learning,
which considers issues of emotion and aower.

r J. Coopey (1995). 'The Learning Organization, power, pol i t ics and ldeology,, Management
Learning, 2612: 193-21 3.

One of the earliest and best critiques of the propagandists' perspective on the learning organization

o J. Thomas, S. Sussman, and J. Henderson (2003). 'Understanding ,,Strategic Learning,,:  Linking
organizational Learning, Knowledge Management and sensemaking',  organization science,
1/3: 33'1-45.

Links together the topics of organizational learning and knowledge management via an empiric4
case study.
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knowledge processes

Introduction

Qrgani4ational innovation is concerned with deliberately designing and implementing

changes to an organization's products, services, structures, or processes. The importance

to organizations of such changes, and learning in general, is that the business context

fqt-ea Uf frost-drganizations requires it. This business context, shaped by a variety of

factors such as rapid and profound change in computer and communication technolo-

gies, as well as processes of globalization and internationalization, can be characterized as

being highly turbulent. Thus, for the vast malority of business organizations the

continuous development and implementation of innovations is necessary to remain

competitive.
At a common-sense level, innovation if often characterized as being primarily a

know-lg-dge.creation process. Thus, from this perspective, whether developing a new

product, or transforming an organization' working practices, innovation is concerned

withgoiilgbeyond the realms of existing knowledge, and developing new knowledge and

insights. This idea is challenged here. As will be seen, much organizational innovation is

reldtively incremental in nature, involving the modification rather than transformation

and replacement of existing knowledge. Further, while knowledge creation is an import-

ant aspect of innovation processes, so is the ability to search for and identify relev-

int external knowledge, apply existing knowledge to new contexts, understand and

absorb unfamiliar external knowledge, and to blend and integrate different bodies of

know]edge together. Thus innovation processes are much more than knowledge-creation

processes.

The general character of innovation processes (if its possible to talk about the general

characteristics of such a diverse phenomenon) has evolved since the early 1980s. In

general, innovation plocesses appear to be becoming more complex in nature and

increasingly innovating organizations no longer possess all relevant knowledge intern-

ally. Thus, the importance of developing external networks has increased significantly, as

has the need to integrate together diverse bodies of knowledge. Thus, Lam (1997,973)

suggested that, 'firms increasingly build cooperative ventures in order to sustain and

enhance their competitiveness.' Because of these changes, this chapter has many issues in
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common with Chaptel 6, on intercommunity knowledge processes, and with Chapter 72

on virtual and network organizations.

The next section of the chapter provides an overview on how the literature on

organizational innovation has evolved since the 1980s and points to three key ele-

ments to innovation processes. These are their increasing interactivity, the role of

knowledge, and the growing importance of developing and managing diverse networks.

While these issues are closely interrelated, the chapter proceeds by examining each one

separately.

Gharacterizing innovation processes

Before the knowledge dynamics of innovation processes can be examined in detail, it is

worthwhile making a few introductory comments on the topics of terminology, the diver-

sity in type of innovation that exists, and flnally the evolution in the way that innovation

processes have been conceptualized.

As outlined, the central focus of this chapter is on the way organizations systematically

develop and change themselves with the obiective of improving organizational perform-

ance. However, this encompasses a wide diversity of organizational activities from invest-

ing in large-scale, basic scientiflc research (such as pharmaceutical or chemical companies

undertaking research on genetics), through the development and utilization of technol-

ogy for the creation of new products (such as mobile phone companies incorporating

photo and video functions into new generation mobile phones), to modifications in

organizational processes (such as changing intra-organizational communication systems

or developing knowledge management systems). A diversity of labels can be utilized to

refer to these processes including new product development (NPD), research and devel-

opment (R&D), and innovation. In this chapter the term 'innovation' is used, as it is

generic enough to refer to all of the above types of change.

The del iberate modif icat ion, or transformation, by an organization of i ts products/services. processes,

0r structures.

As should already be apparent, organizational innovations are extremely diverse in

character. For example, they can=be incremental, where the scale of change is smali, or

gdiCgl, where the innovation involves large-scale and fundamental change. Secondly,

innovations can be product/service focused (where a new product/service is designed or an

existing product/service ii modified),91 process -focused (where organizational processes

and/or structures are modified). Finally, innovations can also vary in*their contenVfocus.

For example, Lynn (1998) differentiated between technological innovations (where

innovations are made through the utilization of new technological developments) and
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!?I\9linn-ogations 
(where existing products/services are sold to new markets). These

represent significant differences, as they importantly shape the character of innovation
processes, with, for example incremental and radical innovation processes being signific-
antly different. However, equally, there are a number of general characteristics common
to all innovation processes, and it is these common features that are examined here.

While the literature on organizational innovation has typicatly been characterized by a
heterogeneity of diverse theoretical perspectives (Slappendel 1996; wolfe 1994), one of
the dominant streams in it is the stage model theory, where innovation processes are
characterized as being divisible into a number of discrete stages (see Figure 11.1).

Howevet, during the 1990s this neat and linear model was increasingly brought into
question. As will be seen later, a number of writers, including Leonard-Barton (1995),
argued that the problem with the stage model was that it disguised the extent to which
these stages were interrelated (for example, with design modiflcations occurring during
implementation). More broadly, others argued that innovation processes were becoming
more interactive in nature, increasingly requiring extensive and repeated interactions
throughout the whole innovation process between a diverse range of actors from both
within the innovating organization (such as from different sites, business units, and func-
tions), and from external actors such as customers, suppliers, consultants, universities,
and public and private sector research institutions (Alter and Hage 1993; Jones et al. 2001;
Powell 1998). The need for the development and utilization of such networks flows
partly from the increasing complexity of innovations, which means that organizations

ldea
:r_ Conception ,-

.t Appraisalof\
\_r_ Needs 

-__,/

Design/Buy

lmplementaion

.t-l n tituti o na l i za t i on=]-\
\\ Routinization _-_.,

Fig .  11 .1 .  Typ ica l  components  in  s tage mode l  o f  innovat ion
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Fig' 11'2' Key characteristics in contemporary conceptualization of innovation processes

increasingly no longer possess all relevant knowledge internally, and who therefore
require to develop networks with individuals and organizations in possession of relevant
knowledge (cohen and Levinthal l99o; Lam 1,997; Sakakibara and Dodgson 2003; Tidd
et al. 2001). Thus, contemporary writers typicalty conceptualize innovation processes as
having three closely interrelated characteristics: they are highly interactive, they require
the development and utilization of networks, and they involve the utilization of diverse
bodies of knowledge (see Figure 11.2).

lnnovation as an interactive process

The insight that innovating organizations need to interact with external actors is not
totallynew (Lundvall 1988; Pavitt 1984; von Hippel rg76,19gg). But, a number of factors
that emerged during the 1980s mean that the extent and intensity of such interactions
has increased significantly. Swan et ar. (1999), for example, argue that advances in ICTs
and the move to virtual and network forms of organization mean that innovations are
increasingly becoming organization-wide in scope, requiring intra-organizational inter-
actions between different functions and business units. Meeus et al. (2001) suggest that
the growing complexity of innovations contributes to the increasing interactiveness of
innovation processes, as the more complex an innovation, the more likely it is that all
relevant knowledge will not be internally possessed. Finally, Jacquier-Roux and Bourgeois
(2002), drawing on the influential work of Gibbons et al. (rg94), suggest that the chang-
ing nature of knowledge production in society, from narrow, disciplinary based innova-
tions, to trans-disciplinary innovations helps explain the increasing interactiveness of
innovation processes.

Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) usefully capture the characteristics of the stage and inter-
active innovations model, and the contrasts between them, through the use of sports
metaphors. For them, the 'stage model' of innovation processes is comparable to a relay
race where the baton (innovation) is dealt with in separate discrete stages by isolated
individuals/groups, before being passed on to those responsible for successive stages. By
contrast, interactive innovation processes are compared to the use of a ball in a rugby
match, with the ball (innovation) being moved towards the try line through collaborative

Uti l izat ion of
in te rna l  and

external
networks

Diverse bodies
of knowledge

typical ly
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team-working, and continued interaction (such as passing or moving) between all the

team's players. More formally, Meeus et al. (2001) define interactive learning as the

continuous exchange and sharing of knowledge resources conducive to innovation

processes, between an innovating firm and its customers and suppliers. This is a useful

deflnition except for the unnecessarily narrow focus on customers and suppliers. As will

be seen, innovation processes involve organizations interacting with a much wider range

of organizations.

Of al l  the diverse factors identi f ied, which are most important in making innovation processes

more interactive?

The need for extensive and repeated interactions between organizations during

innovation processes questions the linearity of the stage model, and suggests that the

notion of innovation processes involving discrete, sequential stages is oversimplistic. As

innovation processes become more interactive the more likely it is that there will be over-

laps between different stages. One of the most visible ways in which this occurs is in the

blurring of the boundary between design and implementation activities. Thus a number

of writers suggest that the implementation of innovations can produce important

changes to the characteristics of the innovation being implemented (Badham et aI. 1997;

Leonard Barton 1995; Swan et al. 1,999). An important consequence of such dynamics is

that innovations require to be understood as malleable and adaptable rather than having

fixed and objective properties. Thus, different organizations may adapt similar innova-

tions in quite different ways. For example, two organizations may utilize the same

ICT-based knowledge systems (such as intranets, data-warehouses, etc.) in quite different

ways, with one using it'as designed'without modification, while the other customizes it

signiflcantly through collaborating with the systems designer.

Jacquier-Roux and Bourgeois (2002) investigated innovation activity in the energy productlon

industries and found that in the period between 1985 and 1998, paradoxically, as the R&D spend-

ing of the main oil and electricity production companies went down, there was a simultaneous

overall increase in the production of knowledge in these sectors (measured in terms of number of

patents granted), This was explained by the change in these sectors towards more interactive-

based innovation processes, where the level of collaboration in innovation activity between the

main oil and electricitv production companies and equipment suppliers increase markedly. During

the period examined significant changes had occurred in these sectors which encouraged the

main producers to reduce their R&D spending. Primarily, deregulation and privatization, combined

with a process of globalization in these industrial sectors, significantly increased the pressure on

the main oil and electricity production companies to focus on short-term economic performance,

@

Interactive innovation in the energy industry
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which encouraged them to reduce their levels of R&D spending. Simultaneously, these companles

started developing innovation partnerships with equipment suppliers as a way to sustain their R&D

efforts and outputs. Prior to this, the main oil and electricity production companies had undertaken

virtually all their R&D activity totally in-house.

Thus the strategy change undertaken by the main oil and electricity production companies

resulted in the level of interactlon between users and suppliers during innovation activit ies increas-

ing s igni f icant ly ,  and wi th equipment  suppl iers p lay ing a greater  ro le in  such act iv i t ies than

had historically been traditional. These changes were visible in the evolving number of patents

granted to these companies, with the patent activity of the main oil and electricity production

companies decl in ing,  whi le  the number of  patents granted to equipment  suppl iers increased

signi f icant ly .  Whi le these changes gave equipment  suppl iers a moTe important  ro le in  innova-

tion activit ies a power asymmetry sti l l  existed which favoured the main oil and electricity pro-

ducers. This was related to both their size (they were typically large multinational companies),

and a lso thei r  abi l i ty  to  be able to swi tch thei r  business to d i f ferent  equipment  suppl iers i f  so

desi red.

However, some anecdotal evidence suggests that the use of interactive innovation

processes has not been adopted uniformly in all countries. One of the basic assumptions

of Nonaka and Takeuchi's (1995) analysis is that there are significant differences between

Japanese and Western cultures with regard to knowledge, which results in the knowledge

bases and knowledge processes of Western and Japanese companies being significantly

different. Other writers argue that what have been labelled as 'national systems of inno-

vation' exist, whereby the characteristics of innovation processes vary significantly

between countries being shaped by the specific political, cultural, social, and economic

context which exists in different countries (Maurice et al. 1980; Sakakibara and Dodgson

2003; Sorge 1991).

Lar;- (1997) presents some case-study evidence that reinforces this conclusion. The case

study examined by Lam was outlined in Chapter 6 where the difficulties of knowledge-

sharing during a collaborative innovation process between UK and Japanese companies

were outlined. Lam suggests that part of the explanation for these difficulties was that the

innovation processes utilized by these companies were significantly different. As touched

on briefly in the illustrated example, the Japanese company utilized an interactive

innovation process that involved significant amounts of communication and knowledge-

sharing occurring between staff involved in all stages of the innovation process'

Consequently, the boundary between the design and implementation phases was

blurred, as most staff were involved in both activities, with much 'design' work happen-

ing during the 'implementation' phase. The innovation process utilized by the UK

company was, by contrast/ much closel to the Stage model approach. Here, innovation

was a vely hierarchical and sequential process, with staff tlpically working on one

specific phase only, and with limited knowledge-sharing occurring between staff work-

ing on the different stages. Unsurprisingly, these differences contributed to the problems

experienced by these companies when they attempted to develop collaborative

innovations.

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight



I N N O V A T I O N  A N D  K N O W L E D G E  P F O C E S S E S

To what extent do national systems of innovation exist,  whereby dif ferent innovation phi losophies

oredominate in part icular countr ies?

In conclusion, this section has shown that one of the key characteristics of contemporary

innovation processes is their typically interactive nature/ requiring innovating companies

to intensively work with a wide and diverse range of organizations, gloups, and indi-

viduals. This characteristic of innovation processes thus links closely with the other key

elements of innovation processes examined: the importance of networks and knowledge

processes. However, as will be seen, and as was discussed in Chapter 6, this type of working

relationship is by no means straightforward to manage. Firstly, there is a need for some

common knowledge to exist (or be developed) between collaborating partners. Second,

such work can involve collaboration between communities that may have distinctive and

divergent cultures or values. Thirdly, the type of trust-based social relations that are

conducive to knowledge-sharing may not initially exist. Finally, the tacit, context-specifrc,

structurally and contextually embedded character of much organizational knowledge

makes it difficult to share. These issues will be examined in detail in the following two

sections.

Innovation and knowledge processes

This section examines the way the contemporary literature on innovation processes

increasingly acknowledges the importance of knowledge. Their interrelatedness means

that it is quite uncontroversial to suggest that innovation processes are fundamentally

knowledge processes, involving the creation, utilization, management, and manipula-

tion of knowledge. This is done in two contrasting ways, by examining firstly the influ-

ential work of Nonaka and his collaborators on knowledge creation, and secondly how

the general characteristics of knowledge affect the dynamics of innovation processes.

However, the interrelatedness of knowledge and networking issues means that totally

>eparating them into discrete sections is impossible. Thus, some networking issues are

lealt with here and, equally, some knowledge processes are considered in the following

iection on networks.

Knowledge creation

\onaka and Takeuchi (1995) somewhat ambitiously develop a theory of organizational

{nowledge creation that both explains why certain Japanese companies have been

.uccessful innovators, and which attempts to blend together the best aspects of Japanese

.nd Western business practices. This work has been developed and clarified primarily by

\onaka, along with a numbel of collaborators (Nonaka 1994, 1998; Nonaka et al. 2000,

1001). While_ their theory is centrally concerned with the dynamics of knowledge

::eation, they also consider important contextual factors such as the most applopliate

, rganilational forms and management strategies. However, here the focus is primarily on

:reir conceptualization of knowledge processes.
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Nonaka and rakeuchi's theory of knowledge creation can't easily be characterized asembedded in either the objectivist or practice-based perspectives on knowledge, as itembodies elements of both. Thus, while one of its fundamental premisses is thetacit-explicit dichotomy of knowledge (see chapter 2), simultaneously it emphasizes theimportance of human activity and social interaction to the creation and development ofknowledge.

In Nonaka et al''s theory of knowledge creation, as illustrated in Figure I 1.3, interaction
is required both between and within three separate, but interrelated layers. The first layer,
SECI, represents the four modes of knowledge creation/conversion, with knowledge
being created through the interaction between tacit and explicit knowledge (see Table 11.1).The second layer, labelled 'ba', refers to the shared context in which knowledge creation
occurs/ with there being four types of ba, each one related to a specific mode of knowledge
creation' Ba can be a physical location (such as an office), a virtual space (such as an e-mail
conference), or a mental space (collectively shared ideas, values, and experiences). Thethird and final layer of Nonaka et al.'s model refers to knowledge assets, with there again
being four categories of knowledge asset including:

(l) experiential knowledge assets (tacit knowledge shared through experience);
(2) conceptual knowledge assets (explicit knowledge in the form of symbols and

language);

(3) routine knowledge assets (tacit knowledge embedded in organizatiional routines andpractices)

(4) systemic knowledge assets (systematized explicit knowledge).

Thus' as per Figure 11.3, knowledge is created through individuals collectively bringing
together their speciflc knowledge assets, within particular contexts (ba), with thiscontributing to the creation of knowledge through the interaction and combination ofthese different knowledge assets through the four articurated modes of knowledge
creation.

(platforms for knowledge

Fig. 11.3. The three layers of knowledge creation (from Nonaka et al.  2001)
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Table 11.1. Nonaka et al. 's modes of knowledge creation and type of ba
( f  rom Nonaka e t  a l .  2001)

Knowledge Socialization
creation
mode

Externalization Combination Internal izat ion

Type of
knowledge
linked

Example

Tacit to Tacit

Where a new
member of a
work group
acquires the tacit
knowledge
possessed by other
n r n r r n  m o m h o r q

for example
through dialogue,
ooservalon,
or co-operative
workrng .

Originating ba
A physical
location where
face-to-face
interaction
occurs.

Tacit to Expl ici t

Where an individual
is able to make their
tacit  knowledge
explici t ,  for example
tnrougn a process
of communication
and d ia logue
with others

Explici t  to Expl ici t  Expl ici t  to Tacit

D ia logu ing  ba
l h i 6 r  ^ 6 r e ^ n . lr , , L v ,  v v , r v " v '

interactron,
though not
necessari ly face-
to-face, where
mental models,
and tacit  values
^ ^ ^  a ^  ^ h ^ " ^ i
t , d i l  u u  J t  t o t E u .

Systematizing
ba is a virtual
rather than a
^ 4 . , ^ i ^ ^ l  ^ l ^ ^ ^p I y J r u o r  v r o u s ,

For example, new
(lCTs) faci l i tate
the transferral,
and absorption of
expl ici t  knowledge

The l ink ing
together and
integration of
discrete bodies
of knowledge,
to create a more
complex body
of knowledge.

Where an
ind iv idua l
converts expl ici t
knowledge,
codif ied in
docu mentation,
into tacit  and
embodied
knowledge,
tnrougn
applying i t  to
their work tasks

Exerc is ing  ba  is
the location
where people
actual ly carry
out their work
tasks and
activi t ies.

C h a racte ri stics of kn owl ed ge

-nother way to consider the impact of knowledge on innovation processes is to examine

:;1e characteristics of knowledge. Three broad characteristics of knowledge can be

. jentified as influencing innovation dynamics:

I r the degree of tacitness;

l, the level of complexity;

: the degree of relatedness between bodies of knowledge being linked together.

The importance of tacit knowledge to innovation processes is well recognized (Hislop

.: al. 2000; Powell 1998; Senker and Faulkner 1996;von Krogh et al. 2000), with some

,, .iters suggesting that the ability to effectively utilize tacit knowledge represents a meas-

-:e of an organization's innovativeness (Leonard and Sensiper 1998; Subramaniam and

-nkatraman 2001). For Leonard and Sensiper (1998) innovation occurs through interac-
'.,ns between people. This is because when an appropriate form of communication

,.,,:sts, people are able to gain an insight into the knowledge of others. When such
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insights are linked to a person's existing knowledge base, new knowledge and insights can

be created. Thus, innovation involves a process of creative knowledge integration, which

occurs when a 'creative abrasion' between contrasting viewpoints and knowledge bases

occurs (Leonard and Sensiper 1998, 118).

The typicaUy tacit nature of much organizational knowledge means that the sharing

and communication of such sticky knowledge requires detailed and extensive social

interactions to occur in a context of typically trust-based social relations (Leonard and

Sensiper 1998; Subramaniam et al. 1998; Subramaniam and Venkatraman 2001). The

impact of social relations on knowledge processes was examined in detail in Chapter 3,

and in the context of innovation networks is returned to again in the following section.

The role of tacit knowledge in new product development processes

Subramaniam and Venkatraman (200'1 ) examined new product development processes in a

number of  large mul t inat ional  companies and found that  thei r  abi l i ty  to  share and ut i l ize important

tacit knowledge was key. Specifically, they looked at the development of transnational products.

These are products that are developed simultaneously for multiple markets, which contain both

standardized features, and features that are responsive to individual local markets. Knowledge of

consumer preferences in different local/national markets was thus important to such innovations.

This knowledge was found to be largely tacit, being developed by people over time, through

experience of working within a particular country/market. The transferral and sharing of

such knowledge was an important aspect of these innovation processes. Subramaniam and

Venkatraman found that the effective sharing of such knowledge required the use of rich com-

municat ion mediums.  Three par t icu lar  ways which were examined,  and a l l  o f  which were found

to be effective included: the use of face-to-face communication among teams with members

drawn from different countries; the use of face-to-face communication among teams with mem-

bers who had some overseas work experience; and the use of extensive communication

amongst project teams which were not co-located. Thus, of the three methods examined two

involved face-to-face interaction, while the third involved extensive communication via lCTs.

ls knowledge of local market condit ions and preferences the sort of knowledge that is always l ikely

to be tacit  and which can only be developed over t ime, through experience? Can such knowledge be

codif ied and communicated more easi lv?

Hansen, in two separate articles examining the characteristics of knowledge-sharing

during innovation processes, suggests that the complexity of knowledge (Hansen 1999)

and the degree of relatedness amongst bodies of knowledge being shared (Hansen 2002)

can crucially affect the dynamics of innovation processes. Hansen defined complexity in

terms of both the degree of tacitness and interdependence of knowledge. If knowledge is



I N N O V A T I O N  A N D  K N O W L E D G E  P R O C E S S E S

highly interdependent, a full understanding of it is not possible without some under-

standingofrelatedknowledge.Thuscomplexknowledgeisknowledgethatisbothhighly
tacit and simultaneously interdependent. The sharing of complex knowledge was found

to be most effective when strong trust-based relations existed between people involved in

theinnovationpfocess,asthesharingofsuchknowledgerequitedextensiveinteractions.
Inlaterwork,Hansen(2002)alsofoundthattheinterrelatednessofthedifferentbodies

of knowledge being utilized in innovation processes also affected the dynamics of inno-

vation processes. Howevel, Hansen found that the interrelatedness of knowledge and the

natureofnetworkrelationsamongstpeoplepalticipatingininnovationprocesseswele

inseparable' This issue is thus examined in the following section'

In conclusion, this section has shown two different ways to examine the importance of

knowledge to the dynamics of innovation processes: through examining the knowledge

processes involved, and through examining the characteristics of knowledge' what the

chapterhasalsoshowistheinterre latednessofknowledgeandnetwork ingissues.For

example,thetypicallytacitnatureofmuchorganizationalknowledgemeansthatgaining
access to such knowledge requires the development of networks with people who possess

relevantknowledge(Hislopetal.2000;powell1998).Equally,thissectionhastouched

uponhowthechalactelofknowledgeaffectsthetlpeofsocialrelationshipnecessaryfor

effectively sharing it. These issues of networks, and the character of social relations within

them, are the central focus of the next section'

Innovation processes and network dynamics

As outlined previously, the importance of effectively developing and utilizinS netwolks

ininnovationplocesseshasgrownconsiderably,duetoanumberoffactors.Firstly' inno-
vations are increasingly organization-wide in scale, thus requiring intra-organizational

collaboration a*ongrt stafi from different functions and business units. Secondly, the

growingcomplexityofinnovationsmeansthatallrelevantknowledgeisunlikelytobe

possessedinternallybytheinnovatingcompany,requiringthedevelopmentofextelnal

ne tworks toaccess ruchknow ledge .Th i ssec t i onexamines thed lmamicso fsuch
plocesses,andconsiderstheimportanceoftheroleofknowledgeinshapingthem.

Diversity: network partners and relations

Whenexamininginnovationnetworks,oneofthemoststrikinginit ialobservationsis

thedivers i ty inboththet}?eofnetworkre lat ionsthatorganizat ionscandevelop
(seeTable11.2),aswellastherangeofdifferentorganizationsinvolvedinsuchnetworks.

Fur ther ,whenthesetwodimensionsarecombinedth ishelpstoreveal theenormous

diversityint}?eofinnovationnetworksthatcanexist.Thus,asil lustratedinTablell.2,

What, i f  anythlng, can organizations do to reduce the complexity of the knowledge used in innovatton

processes? |scomplexknow|edgesometh ing tha t ,by i tsna ture , is i r reduc ib le toas imp|er fo rm?
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Table 11.2. Forms of col laboration

Type of collaboration Duration Gharacter

Subcontract Relat ions

Licensing

Strategic Al l iances

Joint Ventures

Short-Medium Term

Fixed Term

Medium Term

Long Term

Can vary trom short-term, market- based
contractual relat ions, to longer-term relat lons
such as col laborative innovation development.

Fixed-term, contractual agreement between
companies, where one company provldes

specif ic technologies, ski l ls, and knowledge to
another.

A medium-term relat ionship, which can
involve two or more companies, with a
specif ical ly defined remit,  such as the
development of a specif ic product.

Long-term col laborative relat ionship between
two or more companies, which can be wide in
scope, and for relat ively open-ended t ime
penods.

network relations can vary from relatively short-term, low-commitment collaborations,

to longer-term, more involved collaborations, such as joint ventures or mergers and

alliances (Tidd et al. 2001).

In terms of potential network partners there is also a bewildering diversity. Thus

organizations may develop research-based collaborations with univetsities, or private

research organizations, as has been occurring in the biotechnology and pharmaceutical

industries in the USA since the early 1980s (Powell et al. 1.996; Powell 1998). Secondly,

companies can develop network relations with suppliers (see Jacquier-Roux and

Bourgeois example outlined earlier from the energy industries), customers, or both (as

was found by Meeus et al. 2001 in their survey on innovation behaviour in a Dutch

region). Thirdly, companies can develop collaborative relations with consulting com-

panies. Finally, companies can develop innovation networks with other organizations,

some of which may even be competitors. For example, the restructuring of American and

European military industries following the end of the Cold War involved mergers, acqui-

sitions, as well as a signif,cant increase in the number of strategic alliances developed

(Hislop 2000). Finally, collaboration amongst small firms within industrial districts

represents another type of intercompany collaboration involving competing companies

(Antonelli 2000; Sternberg,1999; Tell 2000).

Absorptive capacity: the ability to identifu and absorb erternal

sources of knowledge

Before organizations can utilize external sources of knowledge and develop network

relations they need to be able not only to identify sources of relevant knowledge, but also

have the ability to absorb it. An organization's ability to do this is deflned as its absorptive
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capacity (Cohen and Levinthal 1990). The results of an empirical survey conducted by

Tsai (2001) suggests that absorptive capacity is of fundamental importance to innovation

processes/ with organizational innovativeness being directly correlated with levels of

absorptive capacity.

The abil iryto recognize (search) and absorb (integrate) external knowledge that ls importantt0

innovation orocesses.

Cohen and Levinthal identifled a number of factors that influenced an organization's

absorptive capacity. A key element was the possession of prior knowledge. Thus a lack of

prior knowledge will inhibit an organization's ability to identify and absorb external

knowledge, although Meeus et al. (2001) suggest that this relationship works only up to a

point, and that an organization's absorptive capacity can be inhibited by the possession

of too much prior knowledge, as well as by too little. An organization's absorptive capac-

ity is also affected by the role of key people such as boundary spannels, who work at the

boundary between an organization and its environment, and are thus well placed to

identify external sources of knowledge. Relatedly an organization's absorptive capacity is

also shaped by the effectiveness with which boundary spanners can interact with and

communicate their knowledge to other organizational members. Finally, Leonard Barton

(1995) produced a list of ways in which organizations could enhance their absorptive

capacity (see Table 11.3)

cohen and Levinthal also suggest that a problem called 'lockout' (1990, 1'36-7) can

develop when organizations have weak absorptive capacities. This is closely related to the

concept of competency tlaps discussed in Chapter 10. Lockout happens when an

organization's absorptive capacity is very low and it can become so unreceptive to

Table 11.3. Mechanisms for enhancing organizational absorptive capacity (adapted f rom

Leonard Barton 1995)

' l  .  Scan the environment as widely as possible to create an openness to a broad diversity of

knowledge sources.

2. Scan the environment continuously rather than occasional ly as this al lows organlzatlons to

effect ively keep up to date with contemporary developments.

3. Nurture and support technological gate-keepers as these are the people who can effect ively keep

colleagues up to date wlth the latest technological developments.

4. Nurture and support boundary spanners due to the importance of their role. Support mult iple,

rather than one boundary spanner, as having only one boundary spanner can be r isky ( i f  they leave

or i f  they are ineffect ive)

b. Fight against a culture of NIH (not invented here) through encouraging and rewarding people for

ut i l iz inq external sources of knowledge.
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external environmental changes that it finds it impossible to implement innovations and

change its products/services or working practices. Tsai (2001) also found that a lack of

absorptive capacity can inhibit an organization's innovativeness, even if strategically
placed at the centre of important networks.

Social relations within innovation networks
As outlined earlier in the chapter the characteristics of knowledge affect the characteris-

tics and dynamics of the social relations within innovation networks. Thus, the typically

tacit and complex nature of much of the knowledge utilized in innovation processes

means that effectively sharing it requires not only that strong, trust-based social relations

exist between individuals, but that an extensive amount of communication and interac-

tion occurs. Hansen (2OO2) also reached a similar conclusion when considering how the

relatedness of knowledge affected knowledge-sharing during innovation processes

involving collaboration between different organizational business units. Hansen con-

cluded that the quality of knowledge-sharing processes was affected by both the closeness

of the relationship between network partners and the relatedness of their knowledge.

Thus effective knowledge-sharing was found to be most likely when therc was both a

close relationship between collaborators ctnd when a signiflcant amount of common

knowledge existed.
However, the difficulty faced by collaborators in innovation networks is that appropri-

ate trust-based social relations may not exist, making the sharing of such knowledge

extremely difficult. Thus in innovation networks involving diverse collaborators,
whether from different parts of the same organization, or from completely different

organizations, it is not uncommon that the collaborators will have only limited acquaint-

ance with each other, may have only limited common knowledge, and may have diver-
gent values and identities. Thus in this context, which, as described in Chapter 6, is likely

to be typical for most intercommunity knowledge processes, before innovation-specific

knowledge can be shared it will be necessary for the collaborators to develop their social

relationship so that a certain level of trust exists, so that participants can develop some

level of common knowledge, and which allows them to develop at least a basic

understanding of the knowledge and values of others.

Network-based innovation processes and contrasting work practices

Diamond Pens ion  is  one o f  the  UK's  la rges t  pens ion  and assurance compan ies .  In  the  la te  1990s,

for a variety of strategic reasons, i t  decided to change the way that f  ield sales staff were managed

and supported. The core of these changes involved replacing a manual, paper-based sales support

system with an automated one. This would al low sales management staff to more effect ively set

targets for staff ,  monitor their progress towards achieving them, and make comparing the

performance of staff  substantial ly easier. However, the three-person team responsible for this proj-

ect quickly real ized that no exist ing software systems were total ly suitable for their requirements.
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However, one very senior sales manager found a system that he l iked, and was extremely keen to
have it customized for Diamond Pension's purposes. After various negotiations involving the
project team and the systems designers a collaborative development was undertaken. Diamond
Pension agreed to give the software company the knowledge necessary to design the system,
while the software company would then undertake the development work. They also agreed that
once this had been done the software company would be able to sell this new product to other
pension companies, with Diamond Pension benef it ing f inancially from every additional sale made.
The system modification work required the Diamond Pension project team to communtcate a
substantial amount of knowledge regarding the company's working practices so that the new
system could be designed to be compatible with it.

Problems emerged during this work largely due to differences in the culture and working
practices of the companies. Diamond Pension uti l ized relatively formal project management
methods, where substantial amounts of documentation were required to keep track of all agree-
ments made, progress on prolect development, and ongoing changes to the systems specifica-
tion, etc. The software company, by contrast, which was relatively small, had a much more
informal, ad hoc culture where documenting all work was deemed not very important.

Over time, however, largely through extensive communication between the project team and
the software developers, which occurred through both face-to-face meetings, and many lengthy
telephone conversations, an agreed way of working was negotiated. Ultimately Diamond pension
got the product they wanted, although it was delivered later than they had originally planned.

ls this situation l ikely to be typical in most col laborations between large and small  organizations? Are
large companies always l ikely to have more formallzed roles, responsibi l i t ies, and procedures than
small  companies? What, i f  anything, can large organizations do to minimize the r isks and problems in
such col laborations?

Orlikowski (2002), using an analysis embedded in a practice-based perspective on knowl-
edge, suggests that a sense of common identity as well as appropriate social relations and
amounts of common knowledge can be achieved through organizations utilizing particu-
lar 'repertoires' of organizational practices (see Table 11.4). For orlikowski, knowing and
practice are mutually constituted, as knowing is something that is created and sustained
through ongoing practice, and vice versa.

Orlikowski's analysis is based on a detailed study of a software development company
titled Kappa (a pseudonyn) that undertakes geographically dispersed software develop-
ment work. Kappa is organized into fifteen separate development units, spread across four
continents, each of which has design responsibilities on different projects. Design and
product knowledge in Kappa is highly distributed, and Kappa deliberately splinters
development responsibilities between sites, and creates project teams involving members
from different development units. This is done with the objective of tapping into and
Iinking together all their knowledge resources.

Orlikowski suggests that the repertoire of practices utilized by Kappa facilitate effective
collaborative product development activities, as collectively they allow workers to span the

@
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Table 1 1.4. Orlikowski's bou ndary-span ning practices

Practice &
knowledge
objective
achieved

Description HowAchieved Advantage Disadvantage

Shar ing
identi ty:
knowing the
organization

lnteracting
face-to-face:
knowing the
players

Aligning effort:
knowing how
to co-ordinate
across t ime

Develop an
understanding of
'kappa 

way of
work ing 'and
develop common
voca0utary

Establ ishes social
relations between
people

Training and
social izat ion
programmes

Extensive use
of face-to-face
meettngs

Faci l i tates
communication
and co-ordination.
Builds sense of
organizational
loyalty

Builds the inter-
personal trust
necessary to
faci l i tate product
development
work

Allows co-ordinatton
of large groups of
geographical ly
dispersed
people working
on rnterrelated
complex work

Allows people
to undertake
oevetopment
work which keeps
the i r  sk i l l s  and
knowledge up
date

Sharing of ideas and
insights among
geographlcal ly
dispersed people.
Provides voice
to dif ferent groups

Development ol
g roupth ink

F inanc ia l  and
personal cost
from extensive
socral
interaction-
burnout

Creates a set of
norms and
practrces which
can become
insti lut iona l ized
and dif f icult  to
chal lenge.
Can lnh ib i t
rmprovtzation

Knowledge Iost
through staff
turnover. An
investment
which is dif f icult
to retain

Can be costly,
can also
generate and
exaggerate
inter-unit
conf l ict

Learning by
dorng:
knowing how
to continual ly
oevetop
capabil i t ies

Support ing
part icipation:
knowing how
to continual ly
develop
product
innovations

Allowing staff
from different
oeveiopment
untts to interact
and communicate
easrly

Encourage
ongoing personal
development

Sustaining abi l i ty
to  cont inua l l y
Introduce product
rnnovations

Use of standard
project
management
methods and
standard metrics
for measuring
time/effort on
projects

Rewarding and
supportrng
learn ing  and
providing
mentoring

Involving people
in decisions.
Tolerat ing
cri t icism and
risk-taking and
mistakes. Also
through frequent
rotation of staff

diversity of boundaries which separate and divide them. within Kappa orlikowski identi-
fied seven separate boundaries which project teams had to work to overcome. These were:

(1) temporal boundaries (time zones);

(2) geographicboundaries (different locations);
(3) social boundaries (with people being involved in a diversity of proiects simultaneously);

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight



I N N O V A T I O N  A N D  K N O W L E D G E  P R O C E S S E S

(4) cultural (thirty different nationalities worked within Kappa);

(5) historical (three different versions of the same product were being worked on

simultaneously);

technical (different IT infrastructures were used in different locations) and

political (each development unit had its own responsibilities, targets, and interests).

Innovation processes: power, knowledge, and networks

A general, though typicatly implicit assumptionr in the maiority of the innovation

literature on knowledge and networks, is that the primary purpose for the development

of organizational netlvorks, is to gain access to the knowledge that such networks can

provide. However, this is not necessarily the only reason for the development of such

networks. For example, the analysis undertaken by Hislop et al. (2000) showed that in the

two case studies examined, one of which is briefly touched on in Chapter 3, the develop-

ment of networks served a political as well as a functional oblective. In the two cases

examined in the study networks were developed and utilized by different staff for the dual

purpose of giving access to relevant knowledge, as well as attempting to resolve conflicts

raised by the innovation proiects in particular ways.

As has been discussed extensively in Chaptets 4, 7, and 10, issues of power and

knowledge are inseparable. Therefore, when considering knowledge processes, issues of

power, politics, and conflict require to be accounted for. This is as true for knowledge

utilized for innovation processes are for other organizational activities. While the literat-

ure on innovation networks has generally been weak at addressing such issues (fones and

Beckinsale 2001), there are exceptions, and a number of studies have discussed such

issues. Thus, for example, Leonard and Sensiper (L998) discuss the conflicts of interest

which innovation projects can generate, while Ciborra and Patriotta (1998), as discussed

in Chapter 4, showed how R&D staff were reluctant to voice certain opinions in electronic

discussion forums for fear of the sanctions doing so might incur. Finally, in the case

discussed earlier in the chapter, Jacquier-Roux and Bourgeois (2002) outlined how signif-

icant power asymmetries existed in the interorganizational innovation networks they

examined. These few cases therefore illustrate the importance of accounting for power

and politics in innovation processes.

Conclusion

Contemporary conceptualizations of innovation processes typically emphasize three

interrelated characteristics (see Figure LL.2). First, they are highly interactive, involving

dynamic, intensive communication between the innovating organization and a poten-

tially diverse range of people, groups, and organizations. Such interactions can occur

throughout the innovation process and bring into question the 'stage model' logic that

suggests that innovations are developed in separate stages, by distinctive and separate

@
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groups of people who have little interaction with each other (Figure 11.1). Secondly, the
development and utilization of networks is also regarded as a fundamental aspect of
contemporary innovation processes. The reasons for this, to some extent, are related by a
growing need for innovating organizations to access and utilize knowledge not possessed
internally. Such networks can be with organizations as diverse as customers, suppliers,
competitors, research organizations, universities, and government bodies. Thus, innovat-
ing organizations typically find themselves at the center of a complex web of diverse net-
work relations. Thirdly, and finally, innovation processes are conceptualized as involving
the complex interaction of a diversity of knowledge processes (not just knowledge-
creation processes, but also search and identiflcation, absorption, integration, etc.).

The chapter also showed how the sharing and communication of knowledge relevant
for innovations, much of which is highty tacit, requires extensive communication
between people who have a significant degree of common knowledge, and some shared
sense of identity. However, the lack of one or all of these elements in many innovation
networks makes the sharing of innovation-related knowledge, difficult, complex, and
time-consuming. Thus, in this respect, the dynamics of knowledge processes within inno-
vation networks has much in common with all intercommunity knowledge contexts
examined in Chapter 6, where the degree of common knowledge and/or extent of shared
identity may be limited.

Rhetoric suggests that innovation processes are important for most companies as tnetr
envi ronments are h ighly  turbulent ,  requi r ing constant  change and adaptat ion.  ls  there a
certain element of hyperbole to such claims, or is constant change and innovation a reality for
a large number of companiesT Which sectors are the most dynamic and whyT

The stage mode of innovation processes can be crit icized as being too simplistic because it
ignores the extent to which stages overlap, etc. However, to what extent do the innovation
processes undertaken by most companies have some element of a l inear trajectory between
specific stages?

W. Orl ikowski (2002). 'Knowjng ln Practice: Enacting a Collect ive Capabil i ty in Distr ibuted
Organlzing', Organization Science, 1313 249-73.

lllustrates how organizational practices can be used to facilitate intra-organizational
knowledge-sharrng in a dispersed software company.

M. Subramaniam and N. Venkatraman (2001). 'Determinants of rransnational New product
Development Capabil i ty: Testing the lnf luence of Transferr ing and Deploying Tacit Overseas
Knowledge', Strategic Management Journal, 22: 359-78.
Examines the difficulties involved in, and the mechanisms used for sharing tacit knowrcoge
needed in new product development work.
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W. Powell  (1998). 'Learning From Collaboration: Knowledge and Networks in Biotechnology

and Pharmaceuticals Industries' , California Management Review, 4013 228-40.

lllustrates the importance and dynamics of interorganizational network relations in the US.
pharmaceutical and biotechnology industries.

M. Meeus, L. Oerlemans, and J. Hage (2001). 'Patterns of lnteractive Learning in a High-Tech
Region', Organ ization Stud ies, 2211 : 1 45-l 2.

lllustrates the interactiveness of contemporary innovation processes, focusing centrally on

customer and suoplier relations.
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0 rgan izati ona I contexts

The three chapters in this section examine the nature of knowledge processes in three dif ferent,

but generic types of organization. The primary objective of these chapters is to examine the char-

acter and dynamics of the knowledge processes in a number of speclf ic organizational contexts

and apply the general ideas discussed in Parts 2 and 3 to part icular organizational contexts. Thus

the chapters in this section have a substantial ly dif ferent focus from al l  previous chapters. While

previous chapters have been thematical ly focused on specif ic knowledge processes {such as

R&D activi tv),  or part icular factors which inf luence knowledge processes (such as issues of

power and confl ict,  organizational culture, or the use of lCTs), the chapters in this section each

examining the nature of knowledge processes in part icular organizational contexts.

One in te res t ing  conc lus ion ,  wh ich  w i l l  emerge more  f  u l l y  as  these chapters  a re  read,  i s  tha t  the

character of the knowledge processes in each organizational context varies considerably

(see Table 1 2). Each chapter focuses on examining both the nature of the knowledge processes

in each context, as well  as the key factors which shape these processes. This wil l  involve some

overlap with themes discussed in preceding chapters. Thus for example, the chapter on Network-

Virtual organizations reconnects with the theme of cross-boundary knowledge processes

discussed in Chapter 6, as Network-Virtual organizations represent one specif ic context where

boundary-spanning knowledge processes are common. Equally, however, these chapters introduce

and examine themes which have received l i t t le attention thus far in the book, such as in Chapter

13 where the relat ionship between organizational size and national cultural/business systems are

l inked to knowledge processes.

The f inal topic worth elaborating here is to explain the rat ionale for select ing the three specif ic

organizational types examined. The main reason for focusing on knowledge-intensive f irms,

global mult inationals, and Network-Virtual organizations is that they represent three of the most

important and dominant organizational types in the contemporary business world. As touched on

in  Chapter  i ,  the  las t  quar te r  o f  the  twent ie th  century  w i tnessed an  enormous amount  o f  change

in the structuring of business organizations. This period has seen the importance of each of the

organizational forms examined grow signif  icantly. Thus, Chapter 12 shows how hierarchical organ-

izational structures have evolved towards network and virtual organizational forms. Chapter 13

shows how the same period, due to a number of diverse inf luences, saw a growth in both the

number of large mult inational organizations which exist,  as well  as a quanti tat ive growth ln the
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Table 12. The core knowledge issues related to organizational types

Organizational type Knowledge issues

N etwork-Vi rtua I O rgan ization . Cross-boundary knowledge processes (organization, function,
bus iness  un i t ) .

r  The dif f icult ies of sharing contextual ly embedded knowledge.
o ICT-mediated knowledge processes.

o Cross-boundary knowledge processes (national culture,
business system).

o Organizational size and knowledge processes.
. Organizational structure and knowledge processes.

. How to make knowledge workers loyal to company (retention).
o Confl ict in the employment relat ionship?
r Who are knowledge workers and how can they be motivated to

share their knowledoe?

Globa l  Mu l t ina t iona l

Knowledge-intensive Firm

size (number of employees) and degree of internationalization of these organizations. Finally,
Chapter 14 shows how this time period also witnessed a significant growth in the number and
importance of knowledge-intensive f irms.
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Knowledge processes in
networldvi ftua I org a nizations

lntroduction

Arguably, moves towards network and virtual organizational structures represent one of

the most important aspects in the contemporary restructuring of work. As has been

outlined in Chapters 6 and 11, collaborative modes of working, which bring together

diverse individuals and groups to collectively utilize their individual knowledge and

expertise, have become increasingly popular. Further, as witnessed by the literature on

multinationals, examined in Chapter 13, the network metaphor has also become a power-

ful analytical tool for understanding the nature and dynamics of contemporary modes of

organizing (Fulk 2001).

Defining and characterizing network and virtual forms of organizatin will be done in the

following section, but some examples can illustrate the mode of organizing referred to. 3

rformerly Hutchison 3G),6 a UK multimedia communications company that is developing

a mobile telephone with video capabilities, can be characterized as being a network

organization. Thus, the development of its current video-telephone has involved close

collaboration with a number of organizations including Nokia and NEC, to provide an

infrastructure, Motorola and NEC, to produce handsets, a variety of content providers

including the FA Premier League and nine game developers, and BBC Technology, who are

responsible for producing and editing audio-visual content. Another example of a network

and/or virtual-based organization was the multinational examined by Nandhakumar

1999), which developed an IT-based virtual teamwork project which had the objective of

fostering collaboration not only between the company's business units, but also with exter-

nal collaborating partners. However, as Castells (1998) makes clear, the existence of

Japanese keiretsu (vertical networks built around a large, specialized industrial corporation),

rs well as Korean chaebol (hierarchically structured networks of companies dominated by a

single large corporation), network forms of organizing are by no means totally new.

However, what factors explain the massive contemporary growth in the use of network-

rased modes of organizing? Primarily, it is argued qb* ge -highly c9ryp9Jiliye a1d

:.rrbulent nature of the market environment that most companies operate in, combined

',tttr tkre fast iiat. oi i6i6"ofogi.;t itri.rge, requires organizations to U" Uotn.ontinually

Information on 3 was taken from their company website www.three.co.uk, on 11July 2003).
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innovative and highly adapta_b-.1e. As will be illustrated in the following section, network

and virtual structures are argued to provide organizations with these capabilities (Black

and Edwards 2000;Jackson 1999).

The issues discussed in this chapter link closely with topics considered in other
chapters. The first section, which examines the character of network and virtual forms of
organization, links to Chapters 11 and 13. Secondly, the character of cross-boundary
knowledge processes that were examined in Chapter 6 are returned to in the second sec-

tion, which considers how the nature of knowledge affects the dynamics of knowledge
processes in network modes of organizing. The third major section of the chapter then
considers the sociocultural factors that affect people's willingness to share knowledge

in virtual and network-based contexts, which links to issues of motivation discussed in

Chapter 4, as well as the boundary-spanning organizational practices discussed in

Chapter 1 1. Finally, the last major section in the chapteE which considers the role of ICTs

in facilitating and enabling network and virtual forms of work, connects closely with a

number of themes discussed in Chaoter 8.

Defining and characterizing network/virtual forms of organizing

The focus of this chapter is on work that involves the spanning of traditional organiza-

tional boundaries (function, business unit, organization), is tlpically geographically

dispersed, and where extensive use of ICTs is made to facilitate interactions. However, an

excess of different labels is utilized to describe such work, including network-based organ-
izing, virtual working, and dispersed working. For example, Ahuja and Carley (1.999 , 7 42)

define a virtual organization as a, 'geographically distributed organization whose mem-

bers are bound by a long-term common interest or goal, and who communicate and

coordinate their work through information technology'.
To distinguish between network and virtual organizations it could be argued that

virtual organizations involve dispersed, ICT-mediated working, while network organiza-

tions involve cross-boundary collaboration (functional, organizational, etc). However,

maintaining a clear distinction between them is difficult, as much virtual working

involves cross-boundary working, and equally much cross-boundary working is done by
geographically dispersed teams. Thus Ahuja and Carley's definition could equally be a

deflnition of a network organization. In this chapter, no distinction is made between net-

work and virtual organizations. Instead, the all-encompassing but shorthand term N-V

will be used to refer to both simultaneouslv.

Bffi 
Network-Virtual Workins

This is work that spans traditional boundaries, through either involving interorganizationalworking,
or by intra-organizational collaboration thattranscends functional or business unit boundaries.
Further, collaborators are typically not co-located requiring the extensive use of ICT-mediated
communicat ion.
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Table 12.1. Character and art iculated advantages of N-V organizational structures

Characteristics Advantages (compared to
hierarchical structuresl

o Mult idirect ional knowledge sharing-
horizontal ly between functions, organizations
and business units as well  as vert ical ly in
hierarchy.

r Flexrble and adaptable-structures easy to
modify.

o Dispersed wo' l ' ing-work col leagues not
col located.

e Dispersed knowledge-knowledge required
to carry out work tasks geographical ly
dispersed.

r Technology-mediated working-lCTs are an
important means of communication and
coordination.

o Flat '  hierarchies-few layers of management.

r Decentral ized-'heterarchy',  non-hierarchical.

e Blurred boundaries-the boundaries between
functions, business units, and organizations
rnvolved in networks become blurred.

r More effect ive for horizontal,  cross f unctional,
inter-organizational knowledge sharing.

o More innovative-through better l inking and
integrating dispersed organizational
knowledge.

. Better knowledge searching-through
knowledge developed f rom cross-f unctional
and inter- business interactions.

r More f lexible and thus better suited to
contemporary dynamics and competit ive
bus iness  env i ronment .

The characteristics of N-V forms of organizing, and their articulated advantages

are closely interrelated (see Table 12.1). This is primarily because the advantages of these

forms of organization fundamentally lie in their structural characteristics, which are

argued to be well suited to the highly turbulent and competitive character of contempor-

ary business environments, ryhich require companies to be highly innovative, flexible,

_1nd c_9g!!4U4!y adapting (Castells 1998; Cravens et al. 1996.). FuItheI, N-V wolk stfuc-

tures are usually defined in opposition to hierarchical forms of organization, which are

characterized as being highly inflexible, and thus not suited to contemporary business

environiii€rits. As well as being highly flexible, N-V organizations are also argued to be

morir eii&tivi: than hierarchically based organizations at sealching for, sharing, and

creating knowledge, because they facilitate communication and interaction between

business unifs and functions more effectively. Figures 13.1 and 13.2 illustrate these

differences diagrammatically in relation to multinational corporations.

As Table 12.1 makes clear, one characteristic of N-V forms of organizing is that tradi-

:ional boundaries, such as those between functions, business units, and/or organizations

oecome blurred. Thus, appropriately, research on this topic includes work which exam-

rnes both intraorganizational networks (such as Ardichvili et al. 2003), and interorgan-
'.zationalnetworks (such as Dyer and Nobeoka 2000). For the purposes of this chapter N-V

lorms of organizing are defined broadly to include both intraorganizational as well as

. nterorganizational contexts.
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An enormous number of writers and analysts argue that N-V modes of organizing are so

important that they have become the new orthodoxy in the structuring of organizations.

Fenton and Pettigrew (2OO0a) report the results of a large-scale survey of companies in

Western Europe that substantiates such claims. Their results showed that during the

course of the early 1990s, of the companies that participated in the survey:

30olo reduced the number of layers in their hierarchy

500/o used project-based working practices more

7 4o/o rcpofied an increase in horizontal interaction

82olo increased investment in IT

650lo reported using outsourcing more

650/o reported using strategic alliances more

Before concluding this sectionr it is, however, worth making a couple of important obser-

vations. First, while it is possible at an abstract level to talk in general terms about

N-V forms of organizing, this disguises the enormous diversity of specific N-V organiza-

tional forms that exist. Thus, just as Chapter 11 showed that there is enormous variability

in the types of innovation networks that firms undertake (see Table 11.2), there is equally

as much diversity in the types of N-V structures. Cravens et al. (1996) developed a tlpology

with four generic categories of N-V governance structure (see Figure 12.1), with the charac-

ter of such structures varying dependent upon both the nature of the network relationship

developed, as well as the level of environmental volatility. Thus they use the term'hollow

network' to describe collaborative networks in volatile environments that are characterized

by relatively transactional relations, such as exist in the network that Nike, the sports shoe

designer, develops with shoe manufacturers. Alternatively, they use the term 'flexible net-

work' to describe the tlpe of networks developed by the pharmaceutical and biotechnology

firms examined by Powell et al. (1996, 1998), where the environment is equally volatile,

but where network relations are more collaborative and long term in nature.

Another important observation to make regarding to the literature on N-V structures is

that while many organizations have moved towards this type of organizational structure,

there are few'pure'N-V organizations (StanworthL997). Thus while many organizations

network relationships
callaborative

a

a

a

a

a

a

tow-
environmental

volati l i ty

hish-
environmental

volatilityr;;-l
I 

network 
I

ional

I
I value-added | |
I network | |
t t v

tranSacl

Fig. 12.1. Classification of network forms of organizing (from Cravens et al. 1996)

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight

uara06
Highlight



K N O W L E D G E  P R O C E S S E S  I N  O R G A N I Z A T I O N S

have restructured to produce flatter structures, and introduce cross-functional team-

working, there are still elements of continuity with more traditional, hierarchical

structures (Ahuja and Carley 1999; Goodall and Roberts 2003; Hales 2002).

N-V organizations and the'problem' of dispersed knowledge

The focus of this section is on how the characteristics of knowledge affect the d;mamics

of knowledge processes in N-V forms of organizing. Most work in this area utilizes a

practice-based perspective on knowledge, including the two papers examined here, by

Cramton (2001) and Sole and Edmondson (2002). Therefore this section links closely to

Chapter 3. As was discussed in that Chapter, and illustrated in Tables 3.1 and 3.3 the prac-

tice-based perspective on knowledge characterizes knowledge as being highly tacit,

embedded in the work activities that people undertake, and context-specific.

These characteristics have quite profound implications for work in N-V organizations,

because if knowledge is largely context-specific, the fact that people in N-V organizations

are dispersed and work in different physical contexts means that the knowledge they

possess is likely to be quite specific and specialized. Therefore, the knowledge dynamics

in N-V organizations are equivalent to the type of cross-boundary knowledge processes

examined in Chapter 6, where collaborating workers have limited common knowledge, a

rveak sense of shared identity, and possibly divergent values. However, the sociocultural

issues of identity and values are considered in the following section.

Both the papers examined here, while focusing on slightly different themes, deal with

the fundamental issue in N-V work contexts of how people who possess specialized

knowledge, and have little common knowledge, effectively collaborate together and col-

lectively utilize their knowledge. As suggested in Chapter 6 (see Table 6.3), not only do

such workers have limited common knowledge, but this knowledge is likely to be 'sticky'

and difficult to transfer, and epistemic differences may also exist in the assumptions

-rnderpinning their knowledge.

Cramton (2001) examines the difficulties involved in developing and sustaining

nutual knowledge' (another term for common or shared knowledge-knowledge pos-

.essed by all those collaborating) in dispersed forms of collaboration. The specif,c context

::udied by Cramton was international.ly dispersed student project groups (each of which

:ad 6 members) that communicated exclusively via ICTs. Cramton found that significant

:rlticulties existed in both developing and sustaining 'mutual knowledge', with this

:<ilg visible in the frequent problems, conflicts, and misinterpretations which emerged
:". ithin the groups studied, due to the limited ability of the students to either communi-

,.rte relevant knowledge of their own specific context, or understand key knowledge

:=iated to the context of other project team members. While these difficulties were attrib-

-:ed to five specific factors (see Table 12.2), these factors all flowed from the fact that the
-rorvledge possessed by the project team members was tlpically contextually embedded

.ld difficult to communicate, particularly via ICTs.

One limitation of this study is that it is based on research on student projects, therefore
--.r transferability of the empirical findings to work organizations is questionable.
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fable 12.2. Factors inhibit ing the development of 'mutual knowledge' in ICT-mediated

dispersed work contexts (adapted f rom Cramton 2001)

Factor Character Problem

Communica t ing  and
U ndersta nd i  ng
Contextual Knowledge

Unevenly Distr ibuted
I nf ormation/Knowledge

Divergent I  nterpretat ions
of Sal iency of Information/
Knowledge

Diff  erent Commu nication
Speeds

Divergent I  nterpretat ion
of Si lence

Project team members found
it dif f  icult  to communicate
what was pert inent, contextual
knowledge to others.

Not al l  information or knowledge
was communicated to al l  team
members (often accidental ly).

When large messages with
rnformation/knowledge on
mult iple topics were sent,
people found i t  di f f icult  to
communicate or interpret what
was most salrent.

Team members had dif ferential
access to e-mail ,  which affected
the speed of their responses.

The diversity of reasons for, and
interpretat ions of, a lack of
response to queries (si lence
as agreement, si lence as busy,
si lence due to technical
problems).

Team members could f ind i t  di f f icult
to understand the behaviour and
att i tudes of others.

o Limited the abi l i ty of team
members not recelving ful l
knowledge to part icipate in grouP
activi t ies.

.  Created confl ict and antagonism
related to interpretat ions regarding
reasons for people's exclusion.

Potential for confl ict,  as dlvergent
interpretat ions on sal iency affected
how people behaved and expected
others to behave.

Potential for confl ict,  as the
slowness of people to respond
could be attr ibuted to laziness
rather than technical problems
or structural factors.

Potential for confl ict i f  there were
misunderstandings regarding the
reasons for a group member's
s l lence.

Symon (2000) suggests this is the case for much of the research on ICT-based communi-

cation in N-V organizations. For example, the study by Jarvenpaa and Leidner (1999)

discussed in Chapter 8 was also on student-based virtual project teams.

How relevant and transferable are the f indings of student-based studies to the context of work

organizations? Does the lack of an employment contract in student-based contexts l imit the

oeneral izibi l i tv of such studies?

Sole and Edmondson (ZQOZ),

into the knowledge dynamics

in analysing the results of some longitudinal case studies

within geographically dispersed product development
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teams/ focus on the same key issue as Cramton: the difficulty of sharing knowledge
between contexts. However, while Cramton examined the difficulties of developing
'mutual knowledge', Sole and Edmondson consider the difficulties involved in sharing
what they refer to as 'situated knowledge' between the different locations that members
of the product teams work at. Situated knowledge is a specific type of contextually embed-
ded knowledge, being knowledge of the context itself, such as knowledge of the physical
characteristics of the site, the people who work at it, and the capabilities of the facilities
at the site. Drawing on the practice-based perspective on knowledge, Sole and
Edmondson make clear that situated knowledge is highly context-specific, being acquired
by people over time-through working at a particular site and formally and informally
communicating with others who also work there. They conclude that sharing such
knowledge across sites is likely to be a complex and time-consuming process, due largely
to the lack of common situated knowledge that will typically exist in dispersed teams.

Sofe and Edmondson ,20021: transferring situated knowledge
between contexts

ln one of the projects examined by Sole and Edmondson, diff iculties were encountered when
production of a new chemical required to be extended from pilot to production scale trials. The
in i t ia l  p i lo t  t r ia ls  had been done at  one s i te ,  where the exper imenta l  sc ient is t  responsib le gained
a lot of knowledge and understanding of the production process. However, due to equipment
constraints, the production scale trials had to be conducted at a site different to where the pilot
trials had been done. This created a problem because staff at the new, production scale trial site
didn't have the detailed knowledge of the pilot trial process. This knowledge was situated, and
largely tacit, being possessed by scientists responsible for the pilot trial. The sharing of this
knowledge between sites was not a quick or simple process, and was done by transferring the
scientists responsible for the pilot to the new larger trial site. There the scientists were able to
share their knowledge with local site engineers, who had a detailed understanding of the capabil-
i t ies of  the equipment  and fac i l i t ies on thei r  s i te .  Whi le th is  in t roduced a delay to the product
development process, this was found to be the only wav that relevant staff could share their
context-dependent, and largely tacit, situated knowledge.

ls situated knowledge always Iikely to be diff icult to share and communicateT Are there work
contexts where its transferral may be straightforward, such as in hotel, restaurant, supermarket,
and shop chains, where work contexts are designed to be generic?

overall therefore, a number of writers, drawing on a practice-based perspective on
knowledge, suggest that the context specificity of the knowledge possessed by workers in
N-V work contexts makes sharing knowledge and collaborative working in such contexts
difficult.
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The social dynamics of cross-boundary knowledge processes
in N-V organizations

This section focuses on sociocultural issues that affect people's willingness to share and
collectively utilize their knowledge within N-V organizations. As was made clear in
Chapter 4, due to both the potential tensions that exist, because of the nature of the
employment relationship between worker and employer over how a worker's knowledge
is used, as well as the potential for interpersonal and intergroup conflict which exists in
all organizations, people cannot be assumed to be willing to share their knowledge with
others. Further, symon (2000), in a review of the literature on the role of ICTs in N-V
organizations concludes that people's willingness to use such ICTs should also not be
taken for granted. Thus, the effectiveness of knowledge processes is fundamentally
dependent upon people being willing to share and use their knowledge with others.

The dilemma of knowledge-sharing/hoarding

one way of characterizing the process by which people decide whether and how to
participate in knowledge-related activities is to consider them as social dilemmas (Cabrera
and cabrera 2oo2; Dyer and Nobeoka zoo0; Hollingshead et ar. 2ooz). cabrera and
Cabrera argue that the dilemma people face over whether to share or hoard their knowl-
edge is equivalent to the classical public-good dilemma. A public good is a shared resource
which members of a community or network can benefit from, regardless of whether they
contributed to it or not, and whose value does not diminish through such usage. A pub-
lic park is an example of a public good. Knowledge can be considered a public good
because people can benefit from using the knowledge of others without the value of the
knowledge being reduced (Hollingshead et al. zoo2).The choice for people in such a
situation is thus to 'free ride'by using the knowledge available in a network without con-
tributing to it, or to contribute knowledge to the network, and thus make it available to
others. The dilemma in this situation for people is that while free-riding offers the great-
est level of individual utility, if everyone acted as a free-rideq the value of the shared
resource would diminish.

l f  a publ ic good is a shared resource whose value does not diminish through use, to what extent can
knowledge be considered a publ ic good? Does the use of shared knowledge diminish or affect i ts
value? ls there a r isk that sharing i t  with large numbers of people may reduce i ts value?

Understanding the share/hoard knowledge decision individuals evaluate as a dilemma
usefully emphasizes the complexity of this process, and also helps to explain why differ-
ent people can make different decisions in quite similar circumstances. The rest of this
section examines the range of factors that typically influence people's decisions on
whether to share their knowledge or not, and what organizations can attempt to do to
create a willingness among workers to share and use their knowledge.
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Factors shaping attitudes to knowledge-sharing in N-V work contexts

Research shows that a wide range of different factors affect the willingness of workers to

actively participate in the type of ICT-mediated knowledge processes that are tlpical in

N-V modes of organizing. Thus, as discussed in Chapters 4 and 8, Hayes and Walsham

(2000), utilizing a Foucauldian-based analysis suggest that the potential for surveillance

in lCT-mediated knowledge processes will affect, and may inhibit, the participation of

workers. Jarvenpaa and Staples (2000) conclude that factors such an individual's personal

propensity to share knowledge as well as their perception of the quality of the knowledge

in lCT-mediated media will affect participation levels.

McClure Wasko and Farai (2000) also found that people actively contributed to ICT-

mediated knowledge processes to show a commitment to and promote communities that

they felt a part of. Finally, Ardichvili et al. (2003), based on a study of ICT-mediated

knowledge-sharing in an N-V context in Caterpillar, a US-based multinational which

designs and manufactures heary constluction and mining equipment, found a wide

range of factors which affected the willingness of workers to both share their own knowl-

edge and search for the knowledge of others (see Table 12'3)

These studies therefore show how the willingness of workers to actively participate in

knowledge plocesses in N-V contexts is shaped by a complex range of factors.

Conceptualizing knowledge use in N-V contexts as a dilemma involving workers con-

ducting a risk/reward calculation, suggests that organizations can affect such attitudes

Table 12.3. Factors affecting knowledge-sharing/searching attitudes in virtual work groups

:dapted from Ardichvil i et al. 2003)

Knowledge-sharing Knowledge-searching

@

: : l tors creating a wil l ingness
- r oart icipate in knowledge
- - ] C E S S C S .

:  = -: :rs inhibit ing PeoPle's
: ,  at ion to part icipate in

'-  , ' ,  edge processes.

r knowledge regarded as a
'publ ic good' belonging to
network, not individual.

o commitment to organization
and/or network.

e personal benefi ts in terms of
status/rewar0.

. fear that contr ibution may be
wrong.

o feel ing amongst newer staff
of not having adequate
experience to be able to
contnbute.

. contr ibuting is a t ime
consumrng process.

o helps integrate people Into a
new organazatton.

o provides a medium through
which people can Interact
with others who i t  would
otherwise be dif f icult  to
communicate with.

r have received useful advtce
from specif ic individuals
prevlously.

o network regarded as useful
fo r  keep ing 'up  to  da te ' .

o people with establ ished
face-to-f ace communlt ies
may prefer to use them
rather than virtual networks.

o questions felt  to require
specif ic knowledge, and not
relevant beyond
narrow conlexr.
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through reducing the risks/costs and/or increase the rewards to workers for their know-
ledge-related behaviours (Cabrera and Cabrera 2002;Hollingshead et aL.2002). For exam-
ple, reducing the costs/risks could involve minimizing the complexity and time involved
in knowledge-sharing, or rewarding people (financially or otherwise) for appropriate
behaviours.

Apart f  rom providing f inancial rewards, and making the process simple, what else can be done by
organizations to encourage workers to share their knowledge with others in N-V work contexts?

The following two subsections examine in detail two important factors that can have a
particularly significant influence on the social dynamics of knowledge processes: firstly,
the nature of the N-V collaboration being undertaken and secondly, the extent to which
people identify with and trust others in such contexts, and who regard their knowledge
as belonging to the network as a whole, has been found to be key to knowledge-sharing

attitudes by a range of studies.

The nature of collaborative relations and knowledge dynamics
As discussed earlier, and illustrated in Figure 12.1, there is an enormous diversity in the
type of collaborative networks that exist. One of the dimensions utilized by Cravens et al.
(1996) in their taxonomy of network types was the nature of the relationship between
network partners. In the Craven's taxonomy, netr,vork relations were characterized as
existing on a spectrum between transactional-based relations, to more long-term, deeply
involved, collaborative relations. Hardy et al. (2003) build from such insights and exam-
ine an important, but relatively neglected topic: how the nature of the collaborative
relationship within a network affects the knowledge processes that occur within such net-
works. Further, Hardy et al. specifically focus on processes of knowledge creation.

Hardy et al. (2003) develop an analysis based on a detailed longitudinal case study of a
range of collaborative relations developed by a single voluntary organization (see exam-
ple immediately below). Thus while they develop an interesting analysis, the generaliz-

ibility of their conclusions have yet to be tested. They found the ability to oeate
knowledge within collaborative networks was related to the level and character of the
involvement between network partners, with involvement being measured in terms of

three dimensions (see Table 12.4). The type of involvement that was most favourable to
the creation of knowledge was collaborations that:

(1) had a deep level of interaction,

(2) were characterized by partnership based, rather than a transactional type of network

structures. and.

(3) where knowledge flows were two-directional rather than unidirectional.

Hardy et al. (2003), drawing on a practice-based perspective on knowledge, suggest that

the reason for this was because knowledge is highly tacit and contextually embedded, the
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interactions necessaly between people to cleate new knowledge require to be extensive'

Thus, high involvement relations are most likely to foster the type of interaction neces-

sary for the creation of knowledge in network organizations.

Network Relations and Knowledge Creation

Hardy et al.  conducted a longitudinal,  qual i tat ive study of a range of col laborative networks devel-

oped by a single Palestinian non-governmental organization, Mere et Enfant, which was con-

cerned with improving chi ld nutr i t ion within the occupied terr i tor ies of the West Bank and Gaza

Strip. Mere et Enfant had about sixty f  ul l- t ime staff ,  and developed an expl ici t  strategy of ut i l iz ing

inter-organizational networks to improve l ts effect iveness. Over the period studied (1994-7\,

Mere et Enfant developed eight separate col laborative networks with a range of organizations

inc lud ing  Med ic ins  Sans Fron t ie rs ,  the  Os lo  Schoo l  o f  Nut r i t ion ,  Peace on  Ear th  (a  Japanese char -

i ty),  the World Food Program, and Oxfam. However, not only did the purpose of each col labora-

t ive network vary, the nature of the col laborative relat ionship developed also varied signif icantly.

Based on the analyt ical f  ramework they developed, the type of relat ions that existed within each

network were characterized as having variable levels of involvement (see Table 12.4). For exam-

ple, the relat ionship developed with Peace on Earth had a high level of lnvolvement, as the depth

of interaction between staff was high, a partnership structure was developed, and information

flows were both bidirect ional and mult idirect ional. In contrast, the relat ionship developed with

Oxfam had a low level of involvement. This was because there was a shal low depth of interaction

between staff,  a transactional structure was uti l ized, and information f lowed unidirect ional ly

(from Mere et Enfant to Oxfam). Hardy et al.  found the type of high-involvement relat ionship

developed with Peace on Earth was more conducive to the creation of knowledge than that

developed with Oxfam.

fable l2.L Factors affect ing the character of involvement between partners in a col laborative

network (adapted from Hardy et al.  2003)

@

Interactions among
network partners

Type of collaborative
structure

Direction of knowledge
flows

Measured in terms of dePth
within hierarchy that staff  are
direct ly involved in networking
activi t ies.

S h a I I ow inler action as those
which only involve senior
management.

Deep lnteractions are those
which involve staff from a
number of layers in the
organizational hierarchY.

1. transactton: no new
structure created. Resource
simply pooled or exchanged

2. partnership: a specific
structure created within
which col laborating
partners work.

3. representation: where
partners rn a col laboration
represent each other to
external, third partres.

1. Unidirectional: from one
partner to anotner only.

2. Bidirectional: significant
amounts of knowledge
flow both from and to
network Partners.

3. m u ltidi rectional: knowledge
flows not only between
network Partners, but to
third part ies outside the
network.
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Trust, identity, shared values, and knowledge as a network good
In understanding what affects workers' motivation to share their knowledge with their
co-wotkers, the concept of trust is of fundamental importance. As discussed in Chapters
3 and 4, if workers do not have a high level of trust in their co-workers, managers orr more
abstractly, their organization, they are much less likely to willingly utilize their know-
ledge than if they had a high level of trust in these people, groups, and/or institutions. For
example, Cascio (1999) and Mirchandani (1999) highlight the importance of a trusting
relationship existing between N-V workers and their managers. Ardichvili et al. (2003)
discuss the importance of the extent to which workers trust their employer in general.
Finally, trust between co-workers is also vitally important (Ardichvili et al. 2003; Darthe
and Snyder 2001; Nandhakumar 1999).

The importance of trust between co-workers is reinforced by the fact that N-V work
contexts are equivalent to the sort of intercommunity, boundary-spanning, knowledge
processes examined in Chapter 6, where workers who collaborate tlpically have a weak
sense of common identity, limited shared of common knowledge, and possibly divergent
values. In such contexts, the issue of trust is particularly signiflcant, as the development
of some level of trust is a likely to be necessary to create a willingness among workers to
share their knowledge with others.

As illustrated in Chapter 6, trust is a complex concept, largelybecause it has been shown
to be multidimensional. Thus, there are distinctive types of trust, which produce and affect
social relations differently, and which are developed in dissimilar ways (see Table 6.4). In
general, a willingness to share knowledge is most likely when the strongest forms of trust
exist (Zucker's process-based and Newell & Swan's companion-based trust), and least likely
when only weak forms of trust exist (institutional- or commitment- based trust).

What is indisputable is that when some level of shared knowledge, values, and identity
exists in N-V work contexts, positive benefits flow, in terms of work attitudes and behav-
iours in general and more specifically in terms of people's willingness to collectively
utilize their knowledge (Dyer and Nobeoka 2000; Jarvenpaa and Ives 1994; Orlikowsiki
20O2). Fot example, Ahuja and Carley (1999) describe a successful virtual research net-
work in which a strong sense of common interest and trust existed between participants.
Furtheq Moon and Sproul (2002) argue that the successful development of Linux, open
source software, which was developed by a self-organizing, voluntary group with a strong
leader, was based on the sense of common identity and shared values that existed and was
sustained by the project's collaborators.

A variety of methods can be utilized by organizations to create such conditions and
attitudes. Two specific ways of doing this include facilitating and encourage communica-
tion between co-workers (such as through the creation of a diverse range of communica-
tion channels, or enhancing the richness of communication media) and through
publicizing information about workers' knowledge-sharing contributions (Cabrera and
Cabrera 2OO2). Frcm a practice-based perspective on knowledge, the most effective way to
develop trust, shared values, and common knowledge is through utilizing tasks that bring
workers together. For example, in Kappa, the geographically dispersed software develop-
ment company examined by orlikowski (2002) that was discussed in chapter 11
(see Table 11.4), it was a range of work practices which was fundamental in creating a
sense of collective organizational identity. The example presented below of Toyota's
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supply chain network shows how such a sense of shared identity and common purpose

can also be developed within interorganizational networks.

Dyer and Nobeoka (2000) suggest that Toyota has been successful in creating a supply chain

networK among trs component suppliers, where extensive, interorganizational knowledge-sharing

occurs. Further, they conclude that this knowledge-sharing pattern is a fundamental component in

Toyota's abil ity to be sustainably innovative. lt does this through dealing with the factors which typ-

ically inhibit knowledge-sharing, such as the f ree-rider problem, narrow self-interest, and concerns

that there is a significant possibil i ty of negative consequences flowing from knowledge-sharing.

Firstly, Toyota uti l izes a number of working practices that simultaneously allow the development of

a sense of network identity, and facil i tate the sharing of knowledge. This includes the creation and

management of a Toyota specific supplier association that organizes formal conferences, training

courses, and social events. This association provides a usefulway of both creating a sense of iden-

tity and allowing the sharing of relatively explicit knowledge. There is also an internal Toyota con-

sulting team that provides both intensive and extensive support to suppliers to address specific

problems they may have. Finally, the sharing of knowledge between suppliers is facil i tated through

the use of 'voluntary' learning groups (Totoya is responsible for creating these groups, and the top-

ics they focus on), and interfirm personnel transfers. These collective practices all facil i tate the

sharing of tacit knowledge through face-to-face interactions, and ioint problem-solving activit ies

that bring relevant staff together. Secondly, to further underpin appropriate knowledge-sharing

behaviours among suppliers, Toyota has created a number of rules. The first rule is that free+iding

is banned, and compantes are only allowed to become Toyota suppliers if they agree to share

knowledge with Toyota and its other suppliers. Secondly, there are also informal rules regarding

the distribution of benefits that companies derive from knowledge they acquire within the net-

work. where it is expected that, in the long term, economic benefits wil l be passed to the rest of

the network through cost reductions passed on to Toyota. Through these various mechanlsms,

Toyota is able to create a common sense of purpose, and a shared sense of identity amongst lts

suppliers. Further, to some exrenr as a consequence of this, staff in these organizations regard

their knowledge as being a public good which should be used for the benefit of all in the Toyota

network. Thus people are less concerned to hoard their knowledge, or protect it for the narrow

cenefits of themselves or their own organization, and are wil l ing to share it with others in Toyota's

supplv chain network, in the knowledge it should provide benefits for all in the network

)yer and Nobeoka take little account of issues such as power and conflict. However, Toyota is much
.1ore powerf ul than the suppliers i t  develops relat ions with. To what extent is the supply chain
^etwork that Dyer and Nobeoka describe the result of Toyota making use of its power to create the

:ype of supply chain network that rt  wants? What scope are the suppliers l ikely to have to negotiate

:1e condit ions of their working relat ionship with Toyota and i ts other suppliers?

@

Toyota: knowledge-sharing in a supply chain network
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In conclusion, to understand what makes people willing to share and utilize their
knowledge in N-V work contexts, it is necessary to understand the sociocultural factors
that are so important in shaping such attitudes and behaviours. While this section has
shown that it is possible for organizational management to use a range of interventions
to create the sense of network-based identity and the type of trust which is typically
necessary for people to be willing to share their knowledge with others, the difficulties of
doing so should not be underestimated.

ICT-mediated knowledge processes in N-Vforms of organizing

This section considers the relationship between ICTs and N-V forms of organizing, as well
as the social dynamics of ICT-mediated knowledge processes in such work contexts,
which involves returning to issues discussed in Chapter 8. The relationship between ICTs
and N-V forms of working is of such fundamental importance that it is impossible to fully
understand the character of, or catalysts underpinning N-V forms of working without
accounting for the role of ICTs. The rapid pace in the evolution of ICTs represents one of
the catalysts to the emergence of N-V form of organizing, as the contemporary function-
ality of ICTs represent one of the enabling factors that make such forms of organizing
possible. Thus it is almost impossible to find an analysis of N-V forms of organizing which
don't make reference to the enabling role of ICTs (see, for example, cravens et al. 1996;

Jarvenpaa and Ives 1994; Staples et aI.1.999; Jackson 1999).

Carrington (2002) describes a web-based knowledge management system uti l ized by Shell
In te rna t iona l  Exp lo ra t ion  and Produc t ion  (S IEP) .  S IEP is  a  wor ldwide  opera t ion ,  w i th  s ta f f  be ing
global ly dispersed. A knowledge management system was implemented with the objective of
helping people to share knowledge across sites. In al l ,  eleven knowledge communrrres were set
up ,  w i th  th ree  focused on  spec i f i c  bus iness  func t ions ,  and e igh t  fo r  suppor t  func t ions  such as  lT
and H R, with the size of the communit ies varying f rom 700 to 4000. There are two aspects to the
system. First ly, people can ask for responses to specif ic questions, placed on a global ly accessi-
b le  fo rum.  Second,  there  is  an  indexed,  searchab le  a rch ive  o f  p rev ious  ques t ions  and answers
that people can use. The type of knowledge shared is typical ly 'hard factual stuff  '  (32), knowledge

that is relat ively objective and highly codif ied. For example, a Brazi l ian team had problems recov-
ering a broken tool f  rom a borehole and so decided to ask for answers on the forum, Within twenty-
four hours they had received a variety of responses, and on the basis of them were able to solve
the i r  p rob lem.  Peop le  were  in i t ia l l y  re luc tan t  to  use  the  sys tem,  due to  concerns  about  how much
time would be involved, and whether they were 'giving 

away' precious knowledge. Knowledge-

shar ing  was a lso  inh ib i ted  by  a  sys tem o f  d iv is iona l  benchmark ing  wh ich  ranked d iv is ions  aga ins t

Shell: A web-based global knowledge management system
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each other. However, once these concerns were dealt with Shell  bel ieved the system had

become successful,  and estimate that i t  has helped them save over f  100m.

One of the init ial  problems inhibit ing knowledge-sharing on the global KM system was that while
divisions were benchmarked against each other, the system involved sharing knowledge between
divisions. To what extent is this issue l ikely to be typical in network forms of organizing? Further, does
this mean that organizations moving towards network-based structures need to re-evaluate the way
the performance of business units and functions is monitored and rewarded?

The problem with too much of this rhetoric, however, is that in its optimism it is some-
what blind to the limitations that persist, even now, in the information-processing and
communication capabilities of ICTs, which inhibit N-V forms of organizing. The debates
in the literature on the role of ICTs in N-V forms of organizing mirror the debates in the
general lCT-based knowledge management literature described in Chapter 8.

For example, it is apparent that in the literature on the role of ICTs in N-V forms of
working, both objectivist and practice-based perspectives on knowledge are utilized.
Those writing from an objectivist perspective assume that knowledge can be codifi.ed and
made explicit, and thus managed/shared directly via ICTs (see Shell example). Such writ-

ing emphasizes how databases, searchable archives, and structured discussion boards can

be used to communicate and share knowledge within dispersed networks. Others utilize

a practice-based perspective, where it is assumed that ICTs can play a more indirect role in

facilitating the maintenance and development of the type of social relations which

underpin knowledge processes. For example, Ardichvili et a1. (2003) argue that ICTs can

support and enhance processes of communication and interaction amongst pre-existing

communities of practice.

Two issues related to lCT-mediated knowledge processes that are relevant to N-V forms

of organizing are:

o While ICT- mediated communication may be able to help sustain social relations

between people who already know each other, this form of communication is more
problematic for the development of social relations between people with little

knowledge of each other (Mcloughlin andJackson 1999).

r Social relations are unlikely to be strong if mediated purely by ICTs, and the develop-

ment of a strong social relationship typically requires an element of face-to-face
interaction.

The literature on knowledge processes in N-V organizations is typically sensitive to

these issues and generally concludes that to develop and sustain the t)?e of social rela-

tions conducive to effective knowledge-sharing requires a certain level of face-to-face

interaction between workers. Thus, one of the most significant managerial implications

flowing from this is that in organizations moving towards N-V structures it is important

to ensure that there are adequate opportunities for workers to be able to interact and

communicate face-to-face.

@
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Conclusion

Evidence suggests that one of the main aspects in the contemporary restructuring of

organizational forms has been to move away from hierarchical-based structures towards

virtual- and network-based structures. The rationale underpinning this transition is that

N-V forms of organizing, due to the way they transcend traditional organizational bound-

aries, and support horizontal as well as vertical communication in organizations, are more

effective for sharing and integrating knowledge than hierarchical structures. The import-

ance of such processes is in turn related to the dynamic character of contemporary business

environments, which require organizations to be flexible and continuously adaptable.

ICTs and N-V forms of organizing were also shown to have a complex, symbiotic

relationship, with the processing powel, and pace of change of ICTs representing both a

catalyst to and enabler of N-V forms of organizing. Howevet, despite the (often blind)

optimism regarding the ability of ICTs to facilitate N-V forms of organizing, the difficul-

ties of managing and sustaining knowledge processes in an ICT-mediated context that

were discussed in Chapter 8 were acknowledged. Thus, even with the powerful capabili-

ties of contemporary ICTs, ICT-mediated communication still constrains the type of

social interactions that can be undertaken, and affects the extent to which highly tacit

knowledge can be effectively shared.

As N-V forms of organizing typically bridge and transcend traditional intra- and inter-

organizational boundaries, through requiring the collaboration of people from different

functions, business units, and/or organizations, knowledge processes in such contexts

represent a specific example of the cross-boundary knowledge processes examined in

Chapter 6. Thus the people collaborating in N-V forms of organizing will typically possess

specific and specialized knowledge, and collectively may have a limited amount of com-

mon/shared/mutual knowledge, and possibly only have a weak sense of shared identity.

In N-V work contexts, creating a willingness among people to share their knowledge,

and participate in collaborative knowledge processes was found to be predicated on the

existence and development of trust and a shared sense of identity. When such trust exists

people are likely to regard their knowledge more as a public good than an individual pos-

session and are thus more likely to make it available to the network of collaborators,

rather than to hoard it or and use it in a narroq self-interested way.

r:'.... 'ii,:.ii.iii#

r Based on Vour own experiences of, and knowledge of work, how common is the ' free-r ider'

problem in organizational l i fe? Furthel what affects whether people are l ikely to ' free+ide' on

col lect ive goods/knowledge? ls a sense of identi ty with and commltment to a

community/network typical ly enough to make free-r iding unl ikely?

2 Network forms or organizlng can be intra- or inter-organizational. How dif ferent wi l l  be the

process of developing of a common/shared sense of identi ty in these two types of

networks? What factors wil l  affect the dynamics of such processes?
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3 ln analyses of the advantages of network and virtual organizational structures, stark contrasts

are usually made with hierarchical structures, which implici t ly assumes they are opposit ional

in nature. However, to what extent is this a false dichotomy? How compatible are

hierarchical principles with N-V structures?

:

o J. Dyer, and K. Nobeoka (2000). 'Creating and Managing a High-Performance Knowledge-Sharing
Network: The Toyota Case' . Strategic Management Journal,2l:345-61 .

A detailed case study of how knowledge-sharing is encouraged and facilitated within Toyota's
supply chain network.

o D. Sole, and A. Edmondson (2002). 'Situated Knowledge and Learning in Dispersed Teams', Bri f ish
Journal of Management, 1 3: S1 7-34.

A theoretical and empirical examination of the problems of sharing context-specific knowledge in
dispersed work envi ron ments.

o A. Ardichvi l i ,  V Page, and T. Wentl ing (2003). 'Motivation and Barriers to Part icipation in Virtual
Knowledge-Sharing Communities of Practice' , Journal of Knowledge Management, T ll:64-77 .

Examines the sociocultural factors related to knowledge-sharing/searching in communities of
practice where interaction is largely mediated by lCTs.

r C. Hardy, N. Phi l l ips, and T. Lawrence (2003). 'Resources, Knowledge and Inf luence: The
Organizational Effects on Interorganizational collaboration', Journal of Management Studies,40l2'.
32147.

Examines how the nature of collaborative relations affects knowledge creation processes.



Wffi'ffi
Knowledge processes in
global multinationals

lntroduction

This chapter examines the dynamics of knowledge processes within large, global

multinational corporations. The focus here is not on how companies grow to become

global, but on the knowledge dynamics within already large, internationalized otganiza-

tions. This represents an interesting and important context for the examination of such

issues for a number of reasons.

Firstly, the economic importance of such organizations grew signiflcantly in the last

quarter of the twentieth century. Driven by a combination of interrelated processes such as

market deregulation, rapid advances in information and communication technologies, and

growth through meIgeIS and acquisitions, not only has there been a process of

globalization, whereby more and more companies are becoming globally active, but there

has also been a growth in the number of large organizations, and in the size of already large

organizations (Carchedi 1991, ch. 7; Korten 1995; WIR 1999). Von Krogh et al. (1996) char-

acterize this trajectory as involving a two-stage evolution from international to multi-

national flrms, and from multinational firms into global firms. Korten (1995,I21), using an

element of hyperbole, suggests that this change has been so signiflcant that it represented,
,the most rapid and sweeping institutional transformation in human history'.

Exemplars of the type of company considered here include: Ernst & Young, the

professional service company which employs over 105,000 people, who work from over

670 locations in over 130 countries; Boeing the aerospace corporation which employs

over 160,000 workers in thirty-eight states of the USA as well a seventy countries globally;

and IBM the computer company which employs over 300,000 staff in more than

I 00 different countries globally.T

A large mult idivisional organization which has sites throughoutthe world and whose business is global

in character.

7 This information was taken from the following websites on 16 June 2003 (rvwr,v.EY.com,

wn'wBoeing.com, rvwwlBM.com).
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Secondly, global companies have typically been in the vanguard of attempts to develop

knowledge management solutions/systems, have been some of the most enthusiastic
advocates of the benefits of knowledge management, and have generally been the earliest

at realizing the potential of knowledge management (KPMG 2000; McAdam and Reid
2001). Thus, for example on Boeing's corporate website (r,l'vl'w.Boeing.com)8 the third of its

three corporate objectives is to, 'share best practice and technology across businesses'.
Further, as illustrated by the example considered in Chapter 12, Shell International

Exploration and Production (SIEP) have also become aware of the benefits of internal
knowledge-sharing.

Finally, as will be become apparent as the chapter progresses, because global multi-

national organizations have highly dispersed and fragmented knowledge bases, employ
large numbers of employees, and involve the communication and interaction of people

with diverse sociocultural beliefs, the dynamics of knowledge processes in such organiza-
tions are quite particular.

In examining knowledge processes in this context the chapter links together issues

already examined, with some new themes. Specifically, issues returned to include the

distributed nature of organizational knowledge, the d;mamics of knowledge-sharing

across boundaries, and how social factors affect knowledge processes. These topics are

then linked with two themes not examined thus far organizational size and cross-

cultural knowledge processes.

The chapter is structured into three sections, with the issues examined in each being
illustrated and supported by different examples. The first section examines the relation-

ship between the structuring of multinational corporations and the knowledge dynamics

within them. Following this, the second section considers how organizational size affects

the dynamics of organizational knowledge processes, and generally concludes that the
greater the size of the organizations, the more complicated its knowledge dynamics are

Iikely to be. The third section then concludes the chapter by examining cross-cultural
knowledge processes, and considers how the sociocultural values that people possess

affect organizational knowledge processes.

The structuring of multinationals and knowledge processes

As outlined in Chapter 3, the practice-based perspective on knowledge assumes that

because the knowledge people possess is closely linked to the physical and cognitive
activities they undertake, and is embedded in the social context in which such activity

occurs, the knowledge base of all organizations will be fragmented into specialist sub-

communities. From this perspectives, one of the key and most difficult tasks of manage-

ment is to link together and coordinate the organizational knowledge base (Brown and

Duguid 1998; Grant 1996; Kogut and Zander 1992;Tsoukas 1996). While the objectivist

perspective has a different conceptualization of knowledge, and typically assumes that it

can be more easily codified, those analyses of knowledge utilizing such a perspective

8 Site accessed 16June 2003.
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also acknowledge the complexities of sharing and integrating knowledge within

multinational corporations (Gupta and Govindanjan200l'; Szulanski 1996;Tsai2O01).

In global multinational corporations such as those outlined in the introduction to this

chapter, which may employ tens of thousands of workers, operating from possibly

hundreds of different sites, dispersed across the globe, the task of coordinating and inte-

grating organizational knowledge is non-trivial. However, the flip-side of having such a

diversified knowledge base is that it creates enormous potential for qmergy to be devel-

oped through intra-organizational learning and interaction (Macharzina et al. 2OO1;

Morosini 1998; Soderberg and Holden 20O1.; Yan Maanen and Laurent L993). Thus

possessing a large, fragmented knowledge base has both potential benefits and problems.

One way of supporting and facilitating intra-organizational knowledge processes is

through the structuring of organizations. However, the diversity of ways in which MNCs

are structured in practice suggests that there is no consensus on the best way to facilitate

intra-organizational knowledge-sharing. The rest of this section considers the knowledge-

sharing implications of utilizing two particular structural forms: a centralized, hierarchical-

based structure and a decentralized network structure.

The centralized hierarchical structure

This means of structuring a multinational corporation assumes that the home base of the

corporation, the country out of which a multinational originates, provides a platform and

a foundation from which global advantage can be achieved (Macharzina et al' 2001'). In

such organizations global expansion occurs largely through taking advantage of the home

bases,capabilities, which are developed from, based in, and exploit national and regional

systems of innovation. Porter (1990), for example, suggests that such a logic is highly

prevalent. Laurent (1983, 1986) also supports such a perspective, and argues that all multi-

nationals to some extent bear the stamp of the country from which they originate.

Based on this model the corporate centre, which will be based in the home country is

typically large and where not only the vast majority of strategic decisions are made, but where

research and development type knowledge-creating activities are also located (see Figure 13.1).

Within such organizations knowledge flows unidirectionally, ftom the corporate centre out

to the organizations business units, which are largely responsible for applying this knowledge

to their local market context. Finally, another characteristic of this model is that there are few

independent interconnections between different business units. The importance of such a

structural logic is also reinforced by those wdters who suggest that the extent to which multi-

nationals are truly intemational has been exaggerated, and that the majority of multination-

als are still home or region centred (Hirst and Thompson 1999; Rugman 2000).

To what extent are contemporary mult inational corporations independent of the countr ies in which

they originated? l f  you compare mult inational corporations that originated in the USA, UK, France,

Germany, Russia, China, Japan, etc, can you discern dif ferences in the way they operate that are

related to their countrY of origin?
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Fig .  13 .1 .  A  cent ra l i zed ,  h ie rarch ica l  s t ruc tu re  fo r  mu l t ina t iona ls

CORPORATE CENTRE IN 'HOME'  COUNTRY
Responsibi l i t ies:

o strategic decision-making,
. knowledge creation

Unidirectional knowledge f lows:
Centre >> Periphery

AUTONOMOUS BUSINESS
. Knowledge application

AUTONOMOUS BUSINESS
. Knowledge application

AUTONOMOUS BUSINESS
. Knowledge application

NO inter-unit
knowledge-sharing

Dell: codification strategy and centralized structure

Hansen et al.  (1999), as discussed in Chapter 9, suggested there were two broad knowledge

management strategies that companies could pursue: a codif icat ion or a personalization strategy.

Dell ,  the computer manufacturing and retai l ing company, was one company they described which

fol lowed a codif icat ion-based strategy. Such a strategy is lT-based, and involves the codif icat ion

of knowledge into searchable repositories (see Table 9.1). With such an approach, the knowledge

in the repository can easi ly be reused by anyone. Dell  combines this type of knowledge manage-

ment strategy, with a central ized, hierarchical structure. Dell  ut i l izes a knowledge repository to

sel l  computers direct to their customers, who define the specif icat ion of their machines (either

on the web or via a telephone cal l  with a customer sales assistant) through selecting compo-

nents from the knowledge repository. Dell ,  which has over 34,000 employees worldwide,

spread across thirtv four dif ferent countr ies, ut i l izes a central ized corporate structure. Thus

national/regional off  ices, whose main responsibi l i t ies are for sel l ing computers, or providing after-

sales support and servicing to customers, do not have much of a role in strategic decision-making,

and are more concerned with administrat ion and knowledge application than with knowledge

creation (such as designing or managing the lT-based knowledge repository).

ls there a r isk with such a strategy that Dell  wi l l  be less sensit ive to the part icular demands of local
markets than i f  i t  used a more decentral ized strateov?
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The decentralized network structure

As Chapter 12 shows, the network logic for the structuring of multinationals is currently
extremely influential, with the path-breaking work of Ghoshal and Bartlett doing much
to initiate this way of conceptualizing the internal structure of multinationals (Ghoshal
and Bartlett 1990; Bartlett and Ghoshal 1993).

With a network-based structure, in contrast to centralized hierarchical structures,
knowledge creation is not the sole responsibility of the corporate centre, with there being
multiple centres of knowledge creation (see Figure 13.2). Secondly, knowledge can flow
equally in both directions between the corporate centre and business units. Thirdly, there
are many interconnections between interdependent business units, with a diversity of
mechanisms being used (such as staff transferrals between units, matrix structures, etc.)
to facilitate such interactions. Finally, these are typically complex organizational struc-
tures that don't have a clear hierarchy. Hedlund (1986,1994) used the term'heterarchy'
to describe this structural form. Primarily, within a network structure/ business units are
not controlled in a top-down way by the corporate centre.

This structural form, as illustrated in Chapter 12,has a number of advantages over hier-
archical structures in terms of knowledge processes. Primarily, the network structure more
effectively facilitates the sharing of knowledge between business units (Tregaskis 2003;
van Wijk and van den Bosch 2000). Grant (1996), in his development of the knowledge-
based theory of the firm, also suggests that hierarchical coordination is bad for sharing

BUSINESS
. Knowledge creation
. Knowledge-sharing

BUSINESS
o Knowledqe creation
. Knowledde-sharing

CORPORATE CENTRE

Responsibil i t ies:
o Facil itate knowledge-

shar ing
. Some knowledge

lnterbusiness interaction and
knowledge-sharingInterbusiness interaction and

knowledge-sharing

BUSINESS
. Knowledge creation
r Knowledge-sharing

Fig. 13.2. A network structure for multinationals



O R G A N I Z A T I O N A L  C O N T E X T S

and integrating knowledge. Grant, in what amounts to a knowledge-based justification
for organizational delayering argues that the disadvantage of hierarchical structures is
that they are ineffective at sharing tacit knowledge, as they primarily utilize systems of
ruies and regulations to coordinate activity and integrate knowledge, which are poor for
sharing tacit knowledge. The most effective means of sharing such knowledge is through
processes of direct interaction between people, where there are minimal levels of
hierarchy, such as in the network form.

N. V. Philips: the network structuring of a multinational

Ghoshal  and Bartet t  (1990) use the Dutch e lect r lca l  goods company as an exemplar  of  how a
multinational can be conceptualized as a network. Phil ips can be considered to be a multinational
company as it has operating units in over sixty countries worldwide. While the company's corpo-
rate base in Hol land is  undoubtedly the s ingle most  important  hub in the organizat ional  network,
Phil ips's structure is closer to a network than a hierarchy. Thus, many of its business units are
extremely large, constituting some of the largest organizations in the counties they are located in.
There are also different centres for research and development. Thus, many of Phil ips's business
units are not simply responsible for the application of knowledge created at the corporate centre,
but have knowledge creation responsibil i t ies as well. Finally, there is also a diversity of intercon-
nections between business units, facil i tating the sharing of knowledge between them. Thus for
example the business units in regions such as Af rica, Europe, the Americas, and Asia-Australasia
are l inked together in regional networks.

A contingency perspective on structure

Birkinshaw et al. (2OO2), in an interesting article that deserves to be widely read, provide
an analysis that challenges the logic that network forms of organization represent the
most effective way of organizing multinational companies in every situation. Overall their
analysis takes a contingency-based perspective to organizational design, and concludes
that the design of an organization's structure should account for the character of its
knowledge base. Their analysis considered how the level of observability and the degree
of system embeddedness of an organization's knowledge were linked to the degree of
autonomy and integration between business units. Observability refers to the ease with
which an activity can be understood by simply looking at an organizational process, or its
products, whereas system embeddedness refers to the extent to which knowledge is a
function of the system or context in which it is developed and used.

While their analysis was based on research into the R&D activities in a handful of
Swedish multinationals, making it difficult to generalize widely, they found a strong
relationship to exist between organizational structure and the degree of system embed-
dedness of organizational knowledge. Specif,cally they found that the degree of system
embeddedness of organizational knowledge was inversely proportional to the level of
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Fig. 13.3. A typology of organizational knowledge bases (from Birkinshaw et al.20021

inter-unit integration. Therefore, when the knowledge in an organization is highly
system embedded, the level of inter-unit integration is likely to be low, due to the
difficulties and problems involved in sharing such knowledge.

Based on the two dimensions of knowledge they utilized they developed a typology, char-
acterizing the knowledge in R&D units into four generic types (see Figure 13.3). Birkinshaw
et al. (2OOZ) suggest that different structures are thus likely to be appropriate for each tlpe of
knowledge base. Extrapolating from this framework it could be argued that hierarchical
structures are most appropriate when organizational knowledge is'transparent' (i.e. when it
has a high-level observability and a low level of embeddedness) as in such circumstances
knowledge can be relatively easily codifled and shared. Further, network forms of organiza-
tion may be most appropriate when organizational knowledge is 'integrated' (i.e. when
knowledge has a low ievel of observability, and a low level of embeddedness), as the effective
sharing of such knowledge requires extensive and direct social interaction between people.

Overall therefore this section has outlined two different ways in which multinational
companies can be structured, and shown how the knowledge dlmamics within them vary

substantially. In general, network structures are more conducive to processes of knowledge-
sharing/searching than hierarchical structures. Further, drawing on Birkinshaw et al.'s
(2OOZ) analysis it was concluded that the most appropriate structure for a multinational

corporation to adopt may depend on the dominant characteristics of their knowledge base.
This analysis has significant managerial implications, as it suggests that in the develop-
ment of business and knowledge strategies, as well as the design of organizational struc-

tures, attention requires to be paid to the character of the organizational knowledge base.

Organizational size and knowledge processes

As far back as L987 , Whitley suggested that organizational size required to be taken more
seriously as a variable of analysis in the study of organizational behaviour. However, in
general terms, his call has gone unheeded. The literature on knowledge management is
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no exception in this respect, as the relationship between organizational size and the

dyramics of knowledge processes has in general terms been neglected (exceptions

include Fenton and Pettigrew 2OOOb; van Wijk and van den Bosch 2000; Becker 2OOl; and

Forsgren 1997).
As has been discussed extensively elsewhere in the book, the typically fragmented,

specialized, and dispersed nature of the knowledge base in most organizations means that

one of the key tasks for management is to coordinate and integrate organizational knowl-

edge. In general, as organizational size increases, the more complicated the process of

knowledge coordination becomes, as the organizational knowledge base becomes more

and more fragmented and dispersed. Drawing on Brown and Duguid's (1991) metaphor

of an organization as a 'community of communities', the more organizational (sub)

communities that exist, the more likely it is that process of coordinating and facilitating

their interactions will increase in complexity.

Rabobank: the knowledge dynamics in an expanding network

Van Wilk and van den Bosch (2000) studied the evolution in the structuring of Rabobank, the

Dutch-based banking and f inancia l  serv ice company between 19BB and 1997.  By the la te 1990s

it employed 44,000 workers with operations in over 100 countries. During the time studied, due

to a variety of external and internal drivers, it evolved its internal organizational structure away

from a hierarchical one towards a network-based structure. Part of the catalyst underlying this

evolution was that the mergers and acquisit ions undertaken by Rabobank increased the size of

the organization such that business units were increasingly at arm's length from the corporate

centre, and also increasingly didn't know where relevant knowledge was located.

The uti l ization of a network structure, it was felt, would help address these problems. However,

the large size of the organization was found to make diff icult the development of a single organ-

izational network. The relationship between organization/network size and the dynamics of know-

ledge processes was a lso v is ib le on a smal ler  scale,  in  one business uni t  SPECTRUM, which had

been in the vanguard of developing and implementing the network-based structure. During the

time that this division was studied (approximately six years), it grew from having only thirty

employees to having 350. The expanding size of the SPECTRUM division significantly affected

patterns of horizontal communication between staff working in its different product areas, which

is one of the characteristic elements of a network structure. In general, the increasing size of the

organization inhibited horizontal communlcation. Thus, when the division had been relatively

small, such communication was widespread, but as the division grew it became increasingly

uncommon, with each product group becoming more and more compartmentalized.

What implications do these f lndings have for the relevance of network structures to large

organizations? Do they mean that the knowledge+elated benefi ts of using network-based structures

diminish with increasing organizational size?
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Fig. 13.4. Typical social relat ions within networks of dif ferent size
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Table 13.1. Knowledge-related benefi ts and dlsadvantages of cohesive networks and
networks with structural holes

Cohesive networks Network with structural holes

Characterist ics Tghtly knit  networks, where long-
establ ished social relat ions exist,  strong
norms have developed, and high levels
of interpersonal trust exist

Creates an environment conducive to
knowledge sharing and cooperation within
tne network

Creates a potentlal r igidity, due to the
effort required to sustain network (sustain
norms, reciprocate where expected), which
may hinder people's abi l i ty to adapt through
limit ing the range of knowledge and
information they ut i l ize

Networks where interpersonal
connections are loose, l imited
norms exist,  and interpersonal
trust is l imited

Provides people with access to a
wide range of knowledge and
information which makes people
open to change and a diversity oI
vrewpoints

Knowledge-sharing and social
interaction inhibited and slowed
down by a lack of cohesiveness
and establ ished social norms

Advantages

Disadvantages

Becker (2001) referred to this as the problem of 'large numbers'. Becker argues that the
typically dispersed character of an organization's knowledge base creates three funda-
mental problems/issues for organizational management, one of which is the problem of
large numbers. This problem stems to two factors. Firstly, there is the issue of opaqueness,
or intransparency, which refers to the difficulties of developing an overview when knowl-
edge is fragmented and dispersed, which is a problem that increases as the level of disper-
sal or number of fragments increases. Secondly, is the issue of resource requirements
involved in bringing together the fragments of a dispersed knowledge base, which is a
problem that again increases proportionally with organizational size. Thus, for Becker,
there is a direct relationship between organizational size and the difficulty of managing
and integrating an organization's knowledge base.

Due to the amount of work involved in sustaining them, is there a l imit to the number of strong t ies
that people can have? l f  so, what is the approximate size of this l imit-5 ,  10,20,50, more?

Connecting these insights to the work of Gargiulo and Benassi (2000) it can be argued
that the type of network relations that people can have will vary with organizational size.
Gargiulo and Benassi contrast the advantages and disadvantages in terms of knowledge
searching and acquisition of cohesive networks compared to networks with structural
holes (see Table 13.1). In Gargiulo and Benassi's analysis the type of network that any
individual possesses is determined by personal choice. However, the difficulties outlined
above of trying to support a large number of strong, close social relationships means that
the larger an organization becomes, the more difficult it will be for people to sustain



K N O W L E D G E  P R O C E S S E S  I N  M U L T I N A T I O N A L S

cohesive networks with all relevant people, and the more people's social networks will

become filled with structural holes (see Figure 13.4).

Thus the larger an organization, the more people's social networks will have structural

holes, and the smaller an organization, the more easy it will be for people to develop, pos-

SeSs, and sustain cohesive networks. As a consequence, the knowledge dynamics within

large and small companies are likely to be quite different. As suggested by Table 13.1 and

Figure 13.4, this does not mean that large multinationals are less effective at sharing,

searching for, or integrating knowledge than in small companies, simply that their

knowledge dynamics will be different.

Pharma-co: organizational size and cohesive networks

Pharma-co, as already discussed in previous examples in Chapters 3 and 8 is a UK-based phar-

maceutical company, which in the late 1990s began attempting to implement an information

management system that would improve intra-organizational communication and cooperation.

However, at the same time, it was involved in two mergers which trebled its turnover, and dou-

bled its number of employees (employing approximately 10,000 staff worldwide by the end of

the 1990s). Within Pharma-co there had traditionally been litt le communication and knowledge-

sharing across business units. Instead, staff in each of Pharma-co's business units had relatively

cohesive localized networks, and each unit was narrowly focused on producing their own prod-

ucts for their own customers. This lack of communication and interaction was summed up by one

manager as follows: 'the thing that is perceived to have impeded integration of the European

operation is an absence of any connectivity between the manufacturing groups. . . . There is no

dialogue between them at any level in Europe . . . there is no exchange of any experience or infor-

mation or knowledge at all. '

Following the merger, this pattern of business unit autonomy continued. While the mergers sig-

nificantly increased the size of the company, they also increased the potential benefits f rom inter-

unit interaction, due to the increased overlap between the different business units. But, the

culture of compartmentalism and isolation which facil i tated the creation of local and cohesive net-

works that had existed prior to the mergers, became intensified following the mergers due to

fears of rationalization and job losses, and acted to prevent such interactions occurring, Thus, par-

adoxically, while mergers improved the potential benefits of knowledge-sharing, the increased

size of the organization, combined with the culture of autonomy and climate of anxiety and mistrust

which emerged following the merger, combined to make the possibil i ty of such collaboration

occurring unlikely, through entrenching people even f urther than had been traditional within their

local networks.

Wider evrdence suggests that the post-merger situation of fear and mistrust that occurred in Pharma-

co is not untypical (see Empson 2001 )- What can management do in such situations to develop trust,

reduce f ears, and faci l i tate knowledge-sharing processes?
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In conclusion, this section has shown how organizational/network size can signific-
antly affect the dynamics of knowledge processes. In general, as organizational size
increases, not only does the complexity of managing knowledge processes increase, but
the character of the network of social relations between people, which crucially underpin
knowledge processes, will also change.

Knowledge sharing across sociocultural boundaries
and business systems

Chapter 6 examined in detail the dynamics and complexities of knowledge processes that
involve interactions betlveen people from different communities. The speciflc focus here
is on the dynamics of knowledge processes that involve the spanning of sociocultural
boundaries as well as distinctive and quite different business systems. As has been shown
already in this chapter, one characteristic of multinational corporations is the need for
workers from different countries to cooperate. Thus the dlmamics of such interactions are
an important aspect of knowledge processes within multinationals. What are not exam-
ined here are the methods by which such boundaries can be surmounted to make
processes of knowledge processes more effective. Such issues are dealt with in Chapter 6.
The focus here is on what impact sociocultural and institutional systems have on
processes of knowledge-sharing, integration, and knowledge production.

The sociocultural values that people possess, and the character of the business systems
that exist, are closely interrelated, as business systems are created and reproduced by
people in possession of particular sociocultural values, while simultaneously the socio-
cultural values people have are shaped by the character of the business systems they work
in. For analytical clarity, however, these topics are examined separately here. In general,
as with the issues of organizational size, neither topic has received much attention in the
knowledge management literature. Thus, the illustrative examples utilized are not taken
from the knowledge management literature. Nevertheless, both examples presented use-
fully illustrate the relationship between sociocultural values and business systems, to the
dynamics of knowledge processes.

Organizational knowledge processes and bridging sociocultural differences

Sociocultural values and beliefs refer to the systems of values, knowledge, and beliefs that
individual people possess. Such values are shaped by an enormous diversity of social and
cultural factors including social class, the countries in which people are born and live,
educational expedence, family and parental influences, religion, experiences of work,
professional codes of behaviour and ethics, etc. Some, most notably Hofstede (1980,
2001), argue that distinctively national cultural characteristics can be identified in differ-
ent countries. But, while this perspective has been highly influential, it has simultaneously
been subject to significant criticism (McSweeney 2002; Soderberg and Holden 2002).

Having said that, numerous examples can be given of differences in sociocultural
values that exist, and their impact on organizational processes. In the knowledge
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management literature the greatest, if not sole focus, is on differences between Japan and

Europe and the USA. Nonaka and Takeuchi (1995) suggest that there are quite distinctive

differences between Japan and the Western world (Europe and the Americas) with regard

to the way knowledge is conceptualized and used in organizations. While this could be

criticized as crude cultural stereotyping, there is some evidence that there are distinctive

differences between Asian and European values and attitudes. For example, Pauleen and

Yoong (2001) found there to be a greater degree of respect for authority and a higher

degree of formality in business relations in Japanese and Chinese cultures than in

European and Australian cultures. Such differences were also shown to make misinter-

pretation and distortion possible in communication processes.

One explanation for the existence of the differences in sociocultural values that people

across the globe possess is that they are shaped by the system of cultural values that

people are born, educated, socialized, and work within. The most well-known advocate of

such a perspective is Hofstede, whose influence is visible in the work of some of those who

write about multinational companies, thus, Machalzina et al. (2001) talk about how

knowledge is deeply culturally bound, while Van Maanen and Laurent (1993, 275) talk

about how values and behaviour are shaped by'underlying codes of meaning'.

Such differences have been shown to have a profound influence on knowledge

processes. Firstly, such differences, as was discussed in Chapter 6, make the sharing and

integration of knowledge between people with different systems of sociocultural values

extremely complex and difficult. The lack of common knowledge, shared system of

values, or overlapping sense of identity that can exist in such situations is the primary

explanations for these difficulties. Secondly, the sociocultural values that people possess

importantly shape the way knowledge is produced, meaning is made, and, using the lan-

guage of the practice-based perspective on knowledge, how processes of perspective

making and taking occur. Thus people actively use their sociocultural values to produce

meaning and create knowledge, and two people may construct quite different meanings

from the same events, based on their different value systems'

The example immediately below provides an illustration of such a process. Further, an

acknowledgement of the role played by sociocultural values in shaping the way people

create meaning and produce knowledge challenges the idea embedded in the transmitter-

receiver model of knowledge-sharing utilized by the objectivist perspective on knowledge

(see Chapter 2). Thus, knowledge cannot simply be diffused and transferred, unaltered,

between people with different cultural values.

Disneyland in Japan and the USA: sociocultural influences on processes

of perspective making

Van Maanen and Laurent (1993) provide an analysis of how sociocultural values affect the way

visitors make sense of the Disneyland Adventure parks in Tokyo and the USA. At f irst glance,

Disneyland Tokyo looks to be a perfect replica of Disney's American theme parks. Thus it appears

to contain the same cultural codes and messages, which are interpreted and received in a similar
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way by equally enthusiastic Japanese and American visitors. Thus, since Disnevland Tokvo
opened it proved to be just as, if not more successful than the American Disneyland parks, and
has been visited by enormous numbers. However, in subtle ways Disneyland Tokyo has been
modified to account for different sociocultural values. Thus Disneyland Tokyo has fewer outdoor
food retailers and has more sit-down restaurants than the American parks. There are some new,
specific rides that describe and defend Japanese ways of l i fe. lt has picnic areas close to the park
that go against Disney's values of not allowing food to be brought to its parks. Finally, in
Disneyland Tokyo, but not in the American parks, white gloves are worn by vehicle drivers, while
second names rather than first names are used on worker's name badges.

Van Maanen and Laurent  a lso argue that  whi le  the same values ex is t  in  the Japanese and
American parks, the way they are interpreted, and made sense of by their different audiences is
f  undamental ly  d i f ferent .  The dominant  va lues in  Disney 's  theme parks in  both the USA and Japan
are of order, safety, and cleanliness. However, while this is argued to appeal to the American
visitors for the contrast and escape it provldes to their typical l i fe experiences, the same values
appeal to its Japanese visitors because they reinforce and ref lect, rather than contrast with, their
dominant cultural values and life experiences. Thus Japanese visitors are recontextualizing the
values of Disneyland's parks through the lens of their own sociocultural value systems, and the
perspectives they make are thus totally different f rom those of American visitors to similar parks
a conilnenl away.

This case suggests that cultural values in Japan and the USA are signif icantly dif ferent. Do such
signif icant dif ferences exist between other countr ies?

Organizational knowledge processes and the spanning of
different business systems

Lam (1,997), as discussed in Chapters 6 and 11 (see, p. 78 and p. 1,62), identified significant
differences between the UK and Japanese companies she researched both in terms of the
character of their knowledge base and the dyramics of their innovation processes. Other
studies by Lam (1994, 1996) also show significant differences betweenJapan and the UK in
terms of how technical and knowledge-based work is organized . Lam (1997) suggested that
the differences between theJapanese and UK companies she examined could be explained
primarily by the different business systems that exist and operate in Japan and the UK.

Lam's flndings flt within a broader stream of analysis that considers how the character-
istics of business systems, which vary signiflcantly across the globe, shape the work
practices and strategies utilized by the companies that operate within them (Hall and
Soskice 2002; Whitley 1990,1999). As was discussed in Chapter 11, one specific subtheme
within this area focuses on the existence and character of national systems of innovation.
Another broad strand within this broad perspective examines how the character of
business systems affects the character and role of HRM functions in organizations (Ferner
1997; Ferner et al. 2001; Varul and Ferner 2000).
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Table 13.2. Key inst i tut ional dimensions shaping the character of business systems

lnstitutional dimensions of
business systems

Examples

@

The degree and character of market
regulat ion

The extent of government ownership
in industry

The role of trade unions in business
decision-making and their relat ions
with business management

The role of banks and f inancial
inst i tut ions in industry

The type of f inancial system and the
economic performance demands they
place on organizations

ln the USA, labour markets have much weaker
legislat ion protecting workers' r ights than in other
countr ies

In France, compared to other Western European
countr ies such as the UK, the government st i l l  has
signif icant levels of ownership in a number of business
sectors

In Germany trade unions have a signif icant role in
business decision-making through being given
signif icant bargaining power enshrined in law

In Japan banks have a powerful role at the head of
large industr ial groups, and have close l inks with large
business organizations

In the UK the f inancial system places pressure on
businesses to focus on relatively short-term
economic goals such as sha.e price

The term 'business systemr, as utilized by these writers, refers to the structure of social,

political, and economic institutions that constitute and shape the environment within

which business organizations operate. Key institutions in these structures include gov-

ernments and financial institutions. Research shows that these institutional structures

vary significantly between different countries and regions, with Whitley (1999) develop-

ing a ty?ology of six distinctive types of business systems made up from sigrrificantly dif-

ferent institutional structures. Some of the key aspects of the institutional structure that

characterize business systems are outlined in Table 13.2, and include the nature and

degree of legal regulation, as well as the character of the financial system.

The'Japanization'of UK industry: the role of institutional factors

Following the global diffusion of Japanese business practices and philosophies such as lean

production, there have been debates regarding the extent to which such practices have been

customized to local conditions. Much evidence suggests that in the UK these Japanese working

practices have been significantly customized. For example, Taylor et al. (1994) refer to the 'select-

ive and uneven'adoption of Japanese practices in a detailed study of two UK organizations.

Morris et al. (2000) in a study examining twenty-three companies in the UK found there to be
'considerable divergence' from the ideal of Japanese practices. They found for example that

compatibil i ty existed in terms of the care applied to selection, recruitment, and socialization,
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but that the investment in training and 'high trust' cultures typical of Japanese practices were
absent.

This customization of Japanese working practices can be explained by the characteristics of the
UK's business system. Thus, Morris et al. (2000) argue that the differences they found could
largely be expla ined by inst i tu t ional  factors.  Elger  and Smith (1994,  121)  a lso suggest  that  the
economic short-termism prevalent in the UK and the general underfunding of training this
produces, has been a significant contextual factor, constraining the abil ity of UK managers to fully
implement Japanese methods unaltered. Finally, Scarbrough and Teny (1998), in a study of two
car p lants in  the UK Midlands,  found that  t rade unions had a s igni f icant  ro le fo l lowing the imple-
mentation of Japanese working practices, which was anomalous with their general philosophy,

which could be explained by the different historical roles played by trade unions in Japanese and
UK business systems.

Thus overall, due to the constraints and pressures imposed by the specific institutional charac-
teristics of the UK's business system, Japanese working practice and knowledge have not been
implemented and transferred unaltered, but instead have been significantly customized.

Knowledge processes that span different business systems, as shown by Lam, can prove
complex, due to the effect they have on the character and structuring of organizational
knowledge. As the above example also shows, the sharing of knowledge across such
boundaries can also result in it being changed and reconfigured. However, the general
lack of attention to such issues in the contemporary knowledge literature means that the
relationship between business systems and organizational knowledge processes is rela-
tively uncharted.

Conclusion

The fragmented and dispersed character of the knowledge base within multinationals
means that there are potentially significant beneflts from effectively managing it. Thus
the potential synergy that could be created from bringing together elements of this dis-
persed knowledge is enormous. This helps to explain why multinationals corporations
have been some of the most enthusiastic adopters of knowledge management initiatives.
However, paradoxically, these same characteristics of the knowledge base make its man-
agement an extremely complex and difficult task. This is due to both the size of the knowl-
edge base in these organizations, which means the knowledge base is highly fragmented,
combined with the fact that this knowledge is dispersed among communities which can
have different sociocultural values and which operate within distinctive business systems.

One way in which multinationals can manage their knowledge base is through the way
business is structured, with the chapter showing how hierarchical and network-based
structures produce very different knowledge-sharing d;,namics. However, Birkinshaw
et al.'s (2002) contingency perspective suggests that the dominant logic that suggests that
network structures are inherently better for knowledge-sharing compared to hierarchical
stluctures, in all situations, was challenged.
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The chapter also considered how organizational size, a relatively neglected topic, affects
the character of knowledge processes. It was concluded that not only is organizational size
directly related to the complexity of knowledge processes, but that organizational size can
also fundamentally alter the character of knowledge dynamics, through shaping the type
of networks that people can develop and sustain.

Finally, the chapter also considered the complexity of sharing knowledge between
communities that are located in different and distinctive business systems and where
people possess different sociocultural values. The sharing of knowledge across such
boundaries is not a simple, direct transfeq as the sociocultural values that people possess
shape the way they interpret and understand the knowledge of others. Thus knowledge-
sharing in this context involves an active process of perspective-making whereby the
knowledge of others is understood in relation to a person's existing values. Equally, the
sharing of knowledge between people and communities who operate within different
business systems was also not found to be straightforward, and typically involves
the transformation and customization of any shared knowledge.

Hofstede (1988, 2001) argues that distinct national cultures can be identif ied. To what extent
does your own personal experience confirm or challenge this? Further, do such cultural
differences significantly hinder processes of knowledge-sharing?

Ford and Chan (2003), in one of the few studies to examine the effect of cultural differences
on organizational knowledge processes, found that language competences significantly
affected such processes. In general, informal knowledge flows were most l ikely within
cultural groups, while {ormal business-related communication was more l ikely between
cul tura l  groups.  What  do such f  ind ings say about  the importance of  prov id ing language
training as a way of dealing with the diff iculties of cross-cultural knowledge processes?

The il lustrative example of Dell {see p. 200) showed that it had a centralized hierarchical
structure, and uti l ized a codification-based knowledge management strategy. To what extent
are such knowledge management strategies compatible with hierarchical structures?
Further, would such a knowledge management strategy be compatible with a network-based
structu re?

M. Becker (2001). 'Managing Dispersed Knowledge: Organizational Problems, Managerial
Strategies and their Effectiveness', Journal of Management Studies,3\ll:1037-51 .

Examines how organizational size affects the character of organizational knowledge bases, as well
as the most appropriate strategies for managing knowledge.

J. Birkinshaw, R. Nobel, and J. Ridderstale (2002). 'Knowledge as a Contingency Variable: Do the
Characteristics of Knowledge Predict Organizational Structure?' Organization Science, 1313 274-89

Provides an analysis which suggests that organizational structure needs to be sensitive to the
character of an organization's knowledge base.
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A. Gupta and V Govindarajan (2000). 'Knowledge flows within Multinational Corporations',
Strateg i c M a nagem e nt J o u r na l, 21 : 47 3-96.

Presents an objectivist perspective on the complexities of knowledge sharing in multindtional
corporations.

A-M. Soderberg and N. Holden (2002). 'Rethinking Cross Cultural Management in a Globalizing
Business World' , lnternational Journal of Cross Cultural Management, 2li: 103-21 .

Drscusses the challenges for multinational corporations of managing their knowledge bases in the
contem pora ry bus/ness e nvi ronme nt.
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Knowled g e-intensive fi rms a nd
knowledge workers

Introduction

As was discussed in Chapter 1, many commentators and writers charactedze contemporary

society as being a knowledge society, with the impoltance of knowledge to work and

economic activity having grown enormously in the last quarter of the twentieth century.

The growing importance of knowledge to the world of work is also argued to have trans-

formed both the character of the work activities people undertake, as well as the nature of

organizations. Key to these transformations has been the growing importance of knowl-

edge workers and knowledge-intensive firms. In fact, if contemporary society is a knowl-

edge society, then almost by definition knowledge-intensive firms and knowledge workers

represent constituent elements of it (Neef 1999).

This chapter examines the dlmamics and characteristics of the knowledge processes

within knowledge-intensive firms, which, as will be seen, ale many and varied. What is

regarded as, arguably, the key characteristic of both knowledge workers and knowledge-

intensive firms is their distinctiveness. Thus, knowledge-intensive firms are regarded as

qualitatively and fundamentally different from other t)?es of organization. Therefore,

the character and d;.rramics of knowledge processes in this organizational context are

consequently also argued to be distinctive. For example, the importance of the knowledge

possessed by knowledge workers is typically argued to make the issue of retention and

organizational loyalty of greater importance than it is for other types of worker.

However, as will be seen as the chapter progresses, the topics of knowledge workers and

knowledge-intensive firms are subjects that have been and continue to be extensively

debated. Thus, for example, debate rages over definitions of knowledge workers and

knowledge-intensive firms, the extent to which there has been an increase in the knowl-

edge intensiveness of work, and whether knowledge workers are distinctive and require

to be managed differently from other types of worker.

The chapter begins by looking at how writing on knowledge workers and knowledge-

intensive firms is typically embedded in the knowledge society rhetoric. Following this, an

extended section examines the debate over definitions of knowledge work and knowledge-

intensive firms. The third section then considers the character of knowledge processes

within knowledge-intensive firms. The fourth section of the chapter examines the topic

of what facilitates and inhibits knowledge workers to participate in organizational
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knowledge processes. As will be seen, an interesting conclusion that emerges from much

of the research on knowledge workers, is how willing they appear to be to work and use

their knowledge. Sections 5 and 6 then conclude the chapter by considering the issues of

retention, which is argued to be quite particular to knowledge wotkets, and how to

manage and support knowledge work.

The rise of the knowledge worker

In the last quarter of the twentieth century, as discussed in Chapter 1, the character of

work changed enormously. The dominant perspective on the analysis of these changes

suggests that they have increased the knowledge intensity of work through creating a

greater need for intellectual skills, and the manipulation of abstract symbols. Thus, these

changes are argued to have produced an enormous expansion in the number of knowl-

edge workers and knowledge-intensive firms. Such analyses typically utilize the post-

industrial/knowledge society rhetoric and argue that not only has the number of

knowledge workers increased, and the knowledge intensity of work gone up, but that

knowledge is now the most significant source of competitive advantage, and that abstract

and theoretical knowledge has taken on a heightened level of importance. However, such

analyses have not gone unchallenged.

One writer who was among the first to popularize such analyses was Robert Reich

(Blackler 1995; Ritkin 2000). Reich's analysis was focused largely on the USA, but his argu-

ment was relevant to all of the most industrialized economies (Reich 119). He argued that

the shift towards high value-added, knowledge-intensive products and services in these

economies gave rise to what he termed'$.'rnbolic analysts'. These are workers who, firstly
'solve, identify and broker problems by manipulating symbols' (778), and secondly need

to make frequent use of established bodies of codified knowledge (182). Thus, typical of

symbolic analytical occupations are research and product design (problem solving),

marketing and consultancy (problem identification), and finance/banking (problem

brokering). According the Reich's analysis, by the late 1980s this category of work had

grown to account for 20 per cent of employment in the USA, and was one of the USA s

three key occupational categories. Statistical analysis from the UK suggests that the pro-

portion of professional/knowledge-intensive workers in Britain was also 20 per cent in the

early 1990s (Elias and Gregory 1994). Finally, even those who are critical of the knowledge

work/society rhetoric acknowledge the trajectory of increasing knowledge intensiveness.

Thus, Knights et al. (1993) suggest that knowledge work'is less viable as an occupational

classification than as a catch-phrase for signaling contemporary changes in the organiza-

tion of work in the direction of knowledge intensiveness' (975).

l f  knowledge workers consti tute approximately 20 per cent of the workers in the most industr ial ized

nations, does this suggest that their importance to these economies has been exaggerated, or is their

contr ibution to knowledge creation and wealth generation disproport ional to their numbers?
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While Chapter 1 presented a critique of the knowledge society rhetoric, the oitique is

revisited and extended here. Three elements to the critique are presented here, all of

which question the way the rise of the knowledge worker has been conceptualized.

Firstly, while there has been a growth in knowledge-intensive occupations, there has

simultaneously been a growth in relatively low-skilled and routine work (Elias and

Gregory 1994; NSTF 2000; Thompson et al. 2001). Thus, suggestions that the expansion

of knowledge-intensive work is the only or main aspect in the contemporary restructur-

ing of occupations are over-simplistic. Secondly, the suggested link between knowledge

work and economic performance has also been questioned as being unproved. Thus, a

major repolt by the OECD into the knowledge-based economy suggested that, 'the rela-

tion between knowledge creation and economic performance is still virtually unmapped'

(1996,29), and in the flnal paragraph of its introduction concludes that'our understand-

ing of what is happening in the knowledge-based economy is constrained by the extent

and quality of the available knowledge-related indicators' (1996,8, emphasis in original).

Finatly, another critique of the knowledge work/er rhetoric, drawing on Foucault's

concept of power/knowledge (see Chapter 7) suggests that this rhetoric requires to be

understood as less of an obiective/scientific statement, and more of a truth claim which

attempts to legitimate contemporary social change as positive and emancipatory

(Knights et a1. 1993).

Defining and characterizing knowledge workers and
knowledge-intensive firms

While the growing importance of knowledge workers and knowledge-intensive firms has

been widely articulated, and has to a large extent become a taken-for-granted truth, pro-

viding a precise defi.nition of a knowledge worker or a knowledge-intensive firm, and

describing their general characteristics has proved much more difficult. Further, a lot of

ink has been spilled in the debate that has developed in this area. This section begins by

presenting the mainstream definition of these terms, before introducing the critique of

this perspective, which leads to another definition of the term knowledge worker'

Someone whose work is primarily intellectual, creative. and non-routine in nature, and which involves

both the uti l ization and creation of knowledge.

Fundamentally, the mainstream perspective conceptualizes knowledge workers as

constituting an elite and quite distinctive element of the workforce in contemporary

economies, who are required to be highly creative and make extensive use of knowledge

(particularly abstlact theoretical knowledge) in their day-to-day work' Thus, Reich's

definition of symbolic analysts fits with such a conceptualization. Rifkin's (2OO0, 1'74)

definition of knowledge workers as the, 'creators, manipulators and purveyors of the



@ O R G A N  I Z A T I  O N A L  C O N T E X T S

stream of information that makes up the postindustrial, post-service, global economy',

also fits with such a conceptualization. From such definitions knowledge-intensive firms

are defined as organizations that employ a significant proportion of such workers. Thus,

one of the most widely used definitions of a knowledge-intensive firm is that provided by

Alvesson (2000, 1101) as, 'companies where most work can be said to be of an intellectual

nature and where well-qualified employees form the major part of the worKorce.'

Architects: the archetypal knowledge worker

Architects can be regarded as knowledge workers for a variety of reasons. Firstly, their work is

creative and relatively non-routinized, involving the design of specific structures to meet the

particular demands of their clients. Secondly, architecture requires the acquisit ion and uti l ization

of an extensive body of abstract theoretical knowledge, such as of scientif ic and engineering

principles regarding the properties of materials. Thirdly, architecture involves the integration and

synthesis of different bodies of knowledge, for example combining aesthetic considerations with

engineering principles. Finally, architects work at a high level of abstraction, and typically uti l ize

and manipulate abstract symbols in the conduct of their work, for example in designing structures

before building them.

Based on such definitionsr an enormous range of occupations can be classified as

knowledge work. Typical of the sort of occupations characterized as such are: lartyers

(Hunter et aL. 2002; Starbuck 1993), consultants (Robertson and Swan 2003; Empson

2001; Morris 2001),IT and software designers (Schulze 2000; Swart and Kinnie 2003),

advertising executives (Alvesson, Beaumont, and Hunter 2002), accountants (Morris and

Empson 1998), scientists and engineers (Beaumont and Hunter 2OO2; Lee et al. 1'997),

architects (Blackler, quoting from Sveiby and Lloyd 1987; Frenkel et al. 1995), and artists

and art directors/producers (Beaumont and Hunter 2002). Definitions of knowledge

workers therefore overlap with and include the classical professions (such as lawyers,

architects, etc.), but also extend beyond them to include a wide variety of other occupa-

tions (such as consultants, advertising executives, IT developers, etc.). Scarbrough (1999)

suggests that the main reason why knowledge workers do not represent a clear and

distinct occupational category is that the knowledge intensification of work has been so

widespread that it has affected a broad swathe of diverse occupations.

One problem with the definitions of knowledge workers outlined is that they are

somewhat vague. In an attempt to overcome such problems, Frenkel et al. (1995) develop

a more detailed definition, and conceptualize knowledge work in relation to three dimen-

sions (see Table 14.1). The first dimension, creativity, is defined as a process of 'original

problem solving', from which an original output is produced (779), with the level of

creativity in work varying on a sliding scale from low to high. Thus work with a high level

of creativity would include software design, where programmers design and produce new

software to meet the specific requirements of their clients. The second dimension is the
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Table 14.1. Frenkel et al. 's three dimensional conceptualization of work (from
Frenkel  et  a l ,  1995)

Dimensions Characteristics

@

Creativity

Predominant Form of Knowledge Used

Type of Ski l ls lnvolved

Measured on a sl iding scale f rom low to high

Characterizes work as involving the use of two
predominant forms of knowledge:
1. contextual knowledge
2. theoretical knowledge

Characterizes work as involving three maln categories
o f  sk i l l :
'1 .  intel lect ive ski l ls
2 .  soc ia l  sk i l l s
3. act ion-based ski l ls

predominant form of knowledge used in work, with knowledge being characterized as
being either theoretical or contextual. Theoretical knowledge represents codified con-
cepts and principles, which have general relevance, whereas contextual knowledge is
largely tacit and non-generalizible, being related to specific contexts of application. The
third and final dimension is skill, with the skills involved in work being divided into three
categories: intellective skills, social skills, and action-based skills. Action-based skills
relate to physical dexterity, social skills to the ability to motivate and manage others,
while intellective skills are defined as the ability to undertake abstract reasoning and
synthesize different ideas.

Using these dimensions, as illustrated in Figure 14.1, Frenkel et al. (1995) define a
knowledge worker as anyone who,

1. has a high level of creativity in their work,

2. requires to make extensive use of intellective skills, and

3. makes use of theoretical rather than contextual knowledge.

Thus, architects, as described previously, are classifled as knowledge workers using this
model. On the other hand, skilled production workers are less likely to be defined as
knowledge wotkers, as such work involves modest levels of creativiry requires more
extensive use of action-based rather than intellective skills, and where the predominant
form of knowledge is contextual rather than theoretical.

A critique and a reformulation: all work as knowledge work
and the concept of 'knowledge intensiveness'

Explicitly embedded in Frenkel et al.'s conceptualization of knowledge work is the
privileging of theoretical knowledge over contextual knowledge. Thus occupations that
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Theoretical

PREDOMINANT
FORM OF

KNOWLEDGE

Contextual
Low

Fig. 14.1. Framework for conceptualizing work (from Frenkel et al. 1995)

involve the use of high levels of contextual knowledge, and low levels of theoretical knowl-

edge, such as the highly skilled flute makers examined by Cook and Yanow (1993), are not

classified as knowledge work by Frenkel et al. This privileging of abstract/theoretical

knowledge is typical, either explicitly or implicitly, in the mainstream conceptualization of

knowledge work, and provides the basis of one of the main critiques of such definitions.

Such a privileging of theoretical knowledge, and the use of the term 'knowledge worker'

to refer to an exclusive group of workers, is a subiective and somewhat arbitrary defini-

tion. The main problem with such definitions is that they risk losing sight of the fact that

all work is knowledge work to some extent (Allee 7997; Alvesson 2000; Grant 2000;

Thompson et al. 2001). Knights et al. (1993), advance such an argument, drawing on

Giddens's (1979) argument that all behaviour involves a process of self-reflexive moni-

toring and is thus knowledgeable. Such arguments lead to an awareness that most types

of work involve the development and use of tacit knowledge (Kusterer L978; Manwaring

and Wood 1985). Further, Beaumont and Hunter (2000) report the findings of a study

which concluded that knowledge generation/creation was not simply the domain of

a small, elite group of workers, and that knowledge was created at all levels within

organizations (Cutcher-Gershenfeld et al, 1998).

Example: the knowledgeability of bus-driving

Bus-driving is not normally an occupation that is defined as knowledge work. However, when all

types of knowledge are regarded as equal, the knowledgeability of bus-driving becomes more appar-

ent. Firstly, bus-driving involves the acquisit ion of formal and codified knowledge about the rules and
procedures of driving. Further, these principles have to be applied knowledgeably on a daily basis to

INTELLECTIVE

High
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the specif ic weather and road conditions that the driver encounters. Secondly, drivers require some

level of knowledge regarding the mechanical working of their vehicles, for example knowing when

a vehicle is not running properly and requires some form of maintenance. Thirdly, bus-drivers require

significant social skil ls to be able to cope with the diversity of passengers they encounter. Finally, bus

drivers-requlre to be able to understand and apply knowledge of organizational rules and procedures

so that thev can carry out their work to meet the performance targets they have been set'

Think of another occupation that is not typical ly classif ied as knowledge work. ln what ways does l t

involve the use, appl icat ion, and possibly even the creation of knowledge. Would i t  be inaccurate to

describe this occupation as being knowledge work?

One way to take account of such insights, but maintain the idea that an elite category

of knowledge workers exists has been the development and use of the term 'knowledge

intensiveness'. Thus, while it can be accepted that all work is knowledge wolk, some

work can be conceptualized as more knowledge-intensive than other work (for example,

architecture compared to bus-driving). However, as Alvesson (2000) makes clear, knowl-

edge intensiveness is a somewhat vague concept. Further, as Alvesson suggests in a later

paper, 'any evaluation of "intensiveness// is likely to be contestable' (20Ot, 864),

and there will thus always be room for debate on which occupations can be defined as

knowledge-intensive.

Table 14.2. The ambiguities inherent to knowledge work (from Alvesson 2001)

Topic Mainstream perspective Area of ambiguitY

Knowledge: what i t  is and
what i t  is l ike?

The signif icance of
knowledge as an elemenl
of knowledge work

The results of knowledge
work

Knowledge is codif ied, obiective,
scienti f  ic

Using inst i tut ional ized knowledge
systematical ly and creating
knowledge are the core activi t ies
of knowledge workers

The contr ibution of the knowledge
and intel lectual effort of knowledge
workers in the provision of cl ient
so lu t ions ,  and in  underP inn ing  the
economic performance of
knowledge-intensive f i rms is
regarded as transParent

Knowledge is sublective, social lY
constructed, context-sPeclf ic,
equivocal

The systematic ut i l izat lon of
formal bodies of knowledge,
the need for high-level cognitrve
capabil i t ies are not necessarl lY
the most signif icant elements in
knowledge work

The complexity of the work
undertaken by knowledge
workers makes the quali ty of
their advice/solut ions/products
dif f icult  to establ ish, and makes
the unambiguous establ ishment
of the contribution of the efforts
of knowledge workers to such
products/services Problematic
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Knowledge work and ambiguity

Thus far this chapter has shown the ambiguity that exists in defining knowledge workers
and knowledge-intensive firms. Alvesson (2001), in an interesting critique of the main-
stream perspective on knowledge workers/knowledge-intensive firms, argues that such
ambiguity actually represents one of the defining characteristics of the work done in
knowledge-intensive flrms. The argument developed by Alvesson suggests that these
mainstream conceptions are too closelywedded to oblectivist perspectives on knowledge,
and that greater account requires to be taken of the way knowledge is conceptualized
from a practice-based perspective. Fundamentally, Alvesson suggests that doing so reveals
three key areas of ambiguity that are irresolvable, and represent an intrinsic element of
the work carried out by knowledge workers (see Table 14.2).

Not'just a consultant': the ambiguous culture in a scientific consultancy

Robertson and Swan (2003) describe and analyse the ambiguous character of the culture in a
smal l ,  sc ient i f ic  consul tancy,  Universal  consul t ing.  Universal  Consul t ing,  which employed 180
people (140 of whom were consultants), developed scientif ic and technological innovations to
solve client-generated problems. The central ambiguity of its culture was that while it had a strong
culture, this culture celebrated and embraced diversity, heterogeneity, and a lack of standardiza-
tion. Thus, paradoxically, a norm that was strongly defended was that there were no norms (for

example, on dress code, work patterns, project management methods). This can be i l lustrated by
looking at two of the subelements of the culture that Robertson and Swan examine: performance
management and recruitment and selection. ln terms of performance management, a balance
between control and autonomy was achieved. The consultants had high levels of autonomy to
decide their working patterns and the projects they worked on. However, this was counterbal-
anced by a financially focused system of annual revenue targets for each consultant. These rev-
enue targets were important, as they were used to rank consultants annually, with the ranking
determining the level of each consultant's merit-based pay rise. However, the precise way in
which rankings were produced was an opaque process, not fully understood by most. The
ambiguous nature of the culture was also visible in Universal Consulting's recruitment and selec-
tion procedures. Primarily, people were selected for their f it with the culture. However, paradoxi-

cally, selection for f it didn't mean the selection of clones who looked, acted, and thought the
same. Selection for f it meant selecting people who had a strong sense of individuality. Thus
Universal Consulting was f ull of different, quite idiosyncratic people, but who were all high achiev-
ers,  and who a l l  had a st rong sense of  ind iv idual ism in them. This ambigui ty  wasn' t  regarded as a
problem by the consultants. In fact it was highly valued. This was primarily because it allowed the
consultants to balance different identit ies underpinned by different values. The consultants typi-
cally had a sense of identity as both consultants (where they accepted the logic and requirement
for economic-based control), and as members of a community of elite scientists. Thus in inter-
views there were f requent statements by the consultant's that they were not ' just a consultant'.
The cultural ambiguity in Universal Consulting acted as an effective control system as it allowed
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the consultants to maintain both aspects of their identity and mediate the potential tensions
between the company's need for an element of control and the consultant's desire for high levels
of autonomy. Thus the autonomy had sustained their sense of identity as elite scientif ic experts,
while the control-based systems reinforced their identity as consultants

What does the role of Arthur Andersen's auditors/accountants in the col lapse of Enron, and the
diff iculty of apport ioning blame in the col lapse say about the ambiguity inherent in evaluating the
quali ty of knowledge-intensive work? For ongoing information on the Enron situation look at either
of the fol lowing websites: http:/ /www.mult inationalmonitor.org/enronindex.html,
http ://www.thedai lvenron. com/

Knowledge and knowledge processes in knowledge-intensive firms

As the definitions section has made clear, the utilization of knowledge represents one of
the deflning aspects of the work undertaken in knowledge-intensive firms. Thus to under-
stand the character of knowledge-intensive firms, and the knowledge management chal-
lenges which exist within them, it is necessary to develop a fuller understanding of both
the type of knowledge and knowledge processes which knowledge workers g.pically

utilize and are involved with.

Types of knowledge

In examining the types of knowledge of relevance to knowledge-intensive firms, the
typology developed by Empson (2001) is useful (see Table 14.3). Empson, whose focus is
on professional service firms (specifically consultants and accountants), suggests that
there are two main types of knowledge that workers in knowledge-intensive firms require
to utilize: technical knowledge and client knowledge. The requirement for knowledge-
intensive firms to provide specific/ customized products/services to meet the particular
needs of their clients means that knowledge of the client, and the industry/sector they
work in, is typically crucial and equally as important as technical knowledge. Thus, with-
out a detailed knowledge of the client, a knowledge-intensive firm would not be able to
provide an effectively customized product/service.

One specific type of client knowledge worth touching on is knowledge of specific indi-
viduals in client organizations (the last category in Table 14.3). Such knowledge repre-
sents social capital (see Chapter 7), resources obtained through the network relations that
individuals possess. The typically interactive nature of the work carried out by knowledge
workers means that they often develop good relations with specific client staff (Alvesson

2000; Fosstenlokken et al. 2003). This knowledge, or social capital, is a key resource to
knowledge-intensive flrms, but is something they risk losing when the knowledge work-
ers who possess such knowledge/capital leave. As will be seen later, this is another reason
why the retention of knowledge workers is a key issue for knowledge-intensive firms.
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Table 14.3. Types of knowledge used by knowledge workers (from Empson 200'1 )

Type of knowledge Sub-categories Description

Technical Knowledge Sectoral

Organizational

lnd iv idua l

Industry Level

Company

lnd iv idua ls

Technical knowledge, commonly understood and
shared at a sectoral level by staff from a range of
compan ies .

Organization-specif ic knowledge, such of company
products, processes, routrnes, and proceoures.

Personal knowledge acquired through formal
education or work experience.

Knowledge of industry-level factors, such as the
factors shaping the dynamics of competit ion.

Knowledge of specif ic organizations, such as having
an understanding of and sensit ivi ty to their cultures
and ways of working.

Having a knowledge of and acquaintance with key
individuals in specif ic organizations.

Client Knowledge

For example, in relation to engineering consultants working in the aerospace industry,

industry-level technical knowledge could be knowledge of wing-vibration dynamics,

which are well understood and shared across most companies operating in the industry.

Organizational level knowledge in this context could be an understanding of an organi-

zational specific system/process for testing wing-vibration dynamics. Finally, in the same

context, individual technical knowledge would be the expertise that individual consult-

ants had built up over time, for example conducting wing-vibration tests and analyses.

Considering the example of film directors/producers, industry-level client knowledge

would be knowledge of the factors at industry level that affect the chances of having a

film funded, such as the characteristics of a typical-Holl)'wood blockbuster. Organizational-

level knowledge in this context would be an understanding of the speciflc tastes and pref-

erences of particular fllm companies, such as Disney or United Artists. Finally, individual

client knowledge would be having an acquaintance with and understanding of important

key individuals within particular companies who are able to influence decisions on the

commissioning of f i lms.

Knowledge processes

The key knowledge processes within knowledge-intensive firms can be divided into three

broad categories: knowledge creation/application, knowledge sharing/integration, and

knowledge codification, each of which is briefly described.

Kn owl edg e creati o n/a p pl icati o n

One of the key aspects of the work in knowledge-intensive firms is that it is typically

not routine, repetitive work. Instead knowledge-intensive firms provide customized,
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speciflcally designed products/services, rather than off-the-shelf ones. For example,
Robertson and Swan (2003, 833) suggest one of the key characteristics of knowledge-
intensive firms is, 'their capacity to solve complex problems through the development of
creative and innovative solutions'. The production/creation of such client_specific,
customized solutions requires and involves both the application of existing bodies of
knowledge and the creation of new knowledge (Morris 2001).

Kn owl edg e-sh a ri n g/i nteg rati o n
The development of client-specific, customized solutions involves more than the
application and creation of knowledge: it also involves the sharing and integration of
different bodies of knowledge, both between workers in knowledge-intensive firms, and
between the knowledge-intensive firms and staff from client organizations (Fosstenlokken
et al. 2003). The importance of knowledge-sharing/integration processes exists at two
levels. Firstly, much of the work done within knowledge-intensive firms is project based,
and because of the typical complexity of the projects, such project teams are often multi-
disciplinary. In such situations, there is thus a need for the sharing and integration of the
different types of specialist knowledge. The second way in which knowledge-sharing is
important, which is a context examined in the example of the software company
researched by Swart and Kinnie (2003), is the sharing of knowledge betweenproject teams.
Fundamentally, because project teams create and develop specialist knowledge during the
process of their work, there are advantages to knowledge-intensive firms if such knowledge
can be shared with other, non-project staff.

Kn owl ed g e cod ifi cati o n
Morris (2001) argues that, because of the advantages to knowledge-intensive firms of
sharing project-specific knowledge and learning across the organization, this acts as an
incentive to knowledge-intensive firms to attempt to codify such knowledge and learn-
ing. Thus the codification of knowledge provides one specific way of sharing it within an
organization (Quinn et al. 1996). Werr and Stjernberg (2003) also argue that the codifica-
tion of some knowledge helps with the communication and sharing of tacit knowledge.
Howevet, the difficulties of doing so are significant. Firstly, much of this knowledge is
highly tacit, and is not amenable to codification. Secondly, much project knowledge is
specialized and context-specific in nature, and has only limited general relevance. Finally,
in an issue examined more fully in the following section, knowledge workers may not be
willing to facilitate the codification of the specialist knowledge they possess.

The willingness of knowledge workersto participate in knowredge
processes: conflicting interests?

As has been highlighted consistently throughout book, the effectiveness of organizational
knowledge processes is predicated on the active and witling participation of workers in
them. However, a worker's willingness to provide such efforts cannot be taken for granted.
Theoretically, this is as true for knowledge workers as it is for other workers. However, as
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will be seen later, empirical evidence on knowledge workers shows them to be commonly
prepared to work extremely hard for their employers, which suggests that motivation to
work may be less of an issue for such workers. Whether this is the case, and the factors that
affect the willingness (or otherwise) of knowledge workers to participate in knowledge
processesr is the focus of this section, which begins by considering the factors that may
inhibit the willingness of knowledge workers to participate in organizational knowledge
plocesses.

Inhibiting factors

As was discussed in Chapter 4, the potential for conflict between workers and their
employers in inextricably embedded in the employment relationship. Scarbrough (1,999)
argues that the employment relationship involves balancing contradictory tensions
between the benefits to both worker and employer of cooperation, and potential conflicts
between them over whether and how economic gains are derived from such efforts, and
the way they are divided. Alvesson (2000) atso argues that such potential conflicts also
exist, but, for reasons discussed later, suggests than such conflicts are less pronounced
than between other t!?es of employee and their employers.

Another factor examined in Chapters 4 and 7, which can inhibit the willingness of
knowledge workers to participate in knowledge processes, is the potential for intra-
organizational conflict between workers or work groups which exists (Quinn et al. 1996).
Also, Alvesson (2000) suggests that people may have multiple identities that may be in
conflict (such as to a work group, and the employer, or to a profession and the employer).
Further, such conflicts are as likely in knowledge-intensive firms as in other types of
organization. Thus Starbuck (1993) described the knowledge-intensive company he
examined as being, 'internally inconsistent, in conflict with itself. . . . An intricate house
of cards'. Finally, Empson (2001) presented an example of a knowledge-intensive firm in
a post-merger situation, where workers from the two pre-merger companies were unwilling
to share their knowledge with each other.

Conflict in an art gallery: commercial considerations versus a
public-sector ethos

Beaumont and Hunter  (2002) examined the management of  a col lect ion of  ar t  gal ler ies,  and found
that following the implementation of more commercially orientated working practices and fund-
ing procedures conflict emerged between these new commercial values, and the more public
sector ethos maintained by a number of the galleries' key knowledge workers. The publicly man-
aged organization examined was responsible for four different art galleries, which employed a
total of over 800 staff. While one third of this staff was low-paid warders and gallery assistants,
most of the staff, consisting of collections and restoration staff, could be described as being
knowledge workers. The introduction of commercially oriented management values and systems
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resulted in government funding for the galleries being reduced from 100 per cent to 50-60

per cent, with the rest to be raised through fundraising.

Simultaneously, galleries were set performance targets regarding the number of visitors they

should have. Traditionally, under the historical system of full public funding, while pay levels had

not been high, and promotion potential was l imited, the collections and restoration staff had had

a significant amount of professional autonomy. While many of the younger collection and restora-

tion staff were happy to embrace the new, more commercially focused culture, most of the older

staff were against it. This was for two main reasons. Firstly, they perceived that the performance

targets and requirement to find commercial funding had diminished their autonomy. Secondly,

they also felt that these values not only devalued their expeitise, but also dumbed down art. Thus,

the move towards a commercially focused culture challenged the professional values of the older

collections and restoration staff.

Could this confl ict have been avoided through
management have done to minimize or avoid

better or dif ferent management? What could gal lery

this confl ict?

Knowledge workers: the ideal workers?

While the previous section considered the factors which can create an unwillingness

among knowledge workers to participate in knowledge processes/ other evidence suggests

such workers are prepared to invest significant amounts of time and effort into their

work, and that motivating them to do so is not difficult (Alvesson 1995; Deetz 1998;

Kunda 1992; Robertson and Swan 2003). As these workers are prepared to make such

efforts, with minimal levels of supervision, and without regarding such effort as being

problematic, Alvesson suggests such workers represent the ideal subordinates (2000,

1104), and suggests four reasons why knowledge workers are prepared to make such

efforts:

1. they find their work intrinsically interesting and fulfilling;

2. such working patterns represent the norms within the communities they are a part of;

3. a sense of reciprocity, whereby they provide the organization with their efforts in

return for good pay and working conditions;

4. such behaviour reinforces and confirms their sense of identity as a knowledge worker,

where hard work is regarded as a fundamental component.

Robertson and Swan (2003) provide a further explanation: the structure of the employ-

ment relationship is less clear than for other workers, and the potential for conflict on the

basis of it thus becomes dissipated. Primarily they suggest that the employer-employee,

manager-managed relationship is not as clear cut in knowledge-intensive firms as in

other, more hierarchically based organizations. In knowledge-intensive firms such

boundaries are fuzzy, and evolve over time, and therefore the interests of employers and

employees are more likely to be in common.
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Managing knowledge workers: balancing autonomy and control

Managing knowledge workers and motivating them to participate actively in organiza-
tional knowledge processes involves maintaining a delicate balance between control and
autonomy. As will be seen in the following section, knowledge workers typically demand
and expect high levels of autonomy in their working conditions and work patterns.
Simultaneously, knowledge-intensive firms require to have some level of management
conttol, to ensure that the efforts of their workforce are economically viable and sustain-
able (for example, providing the flrm with regular profits). In Universal Consulting, the
company examined by Robertson and Swan (2003) that was examined previously in this
section, such a balance was managed through the use of a deliberately ambiguous culture.
Overall however, managing the delicate balance between the simultaneous and poten-
tially contradictory need for both control and autonomy, makes the management of
knowledge workers a complex and difficult process.

Knowledge workers and the problem of retention

As illustrated, while some empirical evidence suggests that motivating knowledge work-
ers to participate in organizational knowledge processes does not appear to be a problem,
developing their organizational loyalty such that they remain working with their
employers for extended periods, does appear to be more problematic. This is to a large
extent because labour market conditions, where the skills and knowledge of knowledge
workers are tlpically relatively scarce, creates conditions for knowledge workers which
are favourable to mobility (Flood et al. 200I; Scarbrough 1999).

However, there is a general consensus in the literature on knowledge workers that
having a high turnover rate is a potentially significant problem for knowledge-intensive
firms (Alvesson 2000; Beaumont and Hunter 2002; Flood et al. 2000; Lee and Maurer
1997). Firstly, this is a potential problem because the knowledge possessed by knowledge
workers is typically highly tacit. Therefore, when they leave an organization, they take
their knowledge with them. For example, one key source of knowledge possessed by
knowledge workers is social capital, their knowledge of key individuals (for example in
client organizations). The need for knowledge workers to work closely with client organ-
izations means that they often develop close relations with important client staff. Thus,
when such workers leave, there is a risk for their employer that they will lose their clients
as well. The second main reason why poor retention rates may be a problem for knowledge-
intensive firms is that the knowledge, skills, and experience possessed by knowledge
workers is often a crucial element in organizational performance.

Alvesson (2000) argues that one of the best ways to deal with the turnover problem is
to create a sense of organizational loyalty in staff, particularly through developing their
sense of organizational identity. Alvesson identifies two broad types of loyalty and four
strategies for developing them (see Table 14.4). The weakest form of loyalty is instrumental-
based loyalty, which is when workers remains loyal to their employer for as long as they
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Table 14.4' Type of loyalty and strategies for developing them (based on Alvesson 2000)

Type of loyalty Strategy for development Means of development

lnstru menta l-based
Loyalty

fdenti f  icat ion-based
Loyalty

Financial Strategy

I nst i tut ional-based Strategy

Providing employees with good pay and
fr inge benefi ts.

Developing a vision and set of values
and encouraging employees to identi fy
with them. Achieved through culture
management, vision bui lding, use of
stories.

Developing a sense of community and
social bonding amongst workers.
Achieved through use of social events
and meetings which bring people
together and al low them to develop
strong relat ions with, and knowledge of
each other.

A combination of the inst i tut ional- and
commun itarian-based strategies.

Communitarian-based Strategy

Social ly I  ntegrative Strategy

receive specific personal benefits, with one of the most effective ways of developing such
loyalty being through pay and working conditions. The second and stronger form of loy-
alty is identification-based loyalty, which is loyalty based on workers having a strong
sense of identity as being members of the organi zation, and where they identify with the
goals and obiectives of their organization. The three strategies for developing identifica-
tion-based loyalty are illustrated in Table 14.4. This type of loyalty is typically not devel-
oped through financial tewards, and is instead built through developing a culture that
workers can buy into, creating a sense of community amongst staff, or both.

l.::.::.LL:lil.:::*.:.". d stratesy for devetopins loyalty: an HR consuttancy

Cheshire Consultants are an HR consultancy firm based in the North West of England, which
specializes particularly in the area of recruitment and selection and employee development.
cheshire consultants is a small company, employing only twelve consultants plus some support_
ing administrative and management staff. lts consultants cou jd be described as mobile telework-
ers, as for much of their working week they are out of the office, visit ing and working at various
client locations. Thus, these work patterns mean that during the course of their normal day-to-day
work, there are l imited opportunities for the consultants to interact with each other. However, to
counteract this, what Alvesson (2000) labelled a communitarian_based strategy is uti l ized to rein_
force social relations and sustain a sense of community identity amongst staff. This was done
through two main mechanisms. Firstly, the owner/managing director of the company made
efforts to maintain contact with all consultants on an almost daily basis, partly to support their
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work and provide advice, but also to simply sustain social contacts with them. These contacts

were regarded as typically positive and helpful by most consultants. The second strategy was to

have regular monthly meetings which were primarlly social in purpose, and which were never

cancelled or compromised by demands of work. Most consultants found that this strategy helped

them to sustain a sense of identity as members of an organizational community, even though

thev soent most of their t ime out of the office.

Instrumental-based loyalty, derived through pay and f inancial rewards is argued to be a weak form of

loyalty. Do you agree? How signif icant is pay and related f inancial reward in the development of

organizational loyalty and commitment?

HRM policies to motivate knowledge workers

This final section examines the way organizations can motivate knowledge workers and

facilitate their work through the specific HRM policies that they utilize. However, before

doing this, the section begins by examining the debate regarding whether knowledge

workers require to be managed differently from other types of worker.

Special treatment for knowledge workers?

The mainstream perspective on the management of knowledge workers is that they

represent a distinctive and important part of the workforce and thus require a form of

management different to that used for other workers (Alvesson 2000; Robertson and

O'Malley-Hammersley 2000; Tampoe 1993). The factors that are typically argued to make

knowledge workers a distinctive element in an organization's workforce are:

o they are typically very highly qualified, and also require to continually develop their

knowledge;

r their knowledge and skills are particularly important to organizational performance;

o their knowledge and skills are difficult to codify and are typically highly tacit;

r their knowledge and skills are typically scarce and highly valued in labour markets,

making it relatively straightforward for knowledge workers to change jobs; and

o their work tasks, focused as they are on the creation, utilization, and application of

knowledge, are highly specialized in nature.

l f  knowledge workers do receive special treatment by their employers in terms of favourable levels of

pay, good working condit ions, and high levels of autonomy, is this l ikely to make workers who don't

receive such treatment less l ikely to part icipate ful ly in organizational knowledge processes? Further,

could such att i tudes have a negative effect on organizational performance?
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However, this perspective has been criticized by a growing number of writers, who
typically base their analysis in the perspective that all workers should be regarded as
knowledge workers (Allee 1997; Beaumont and Hunter 2ooz; Garvey and williamson
2002). The general critique of the 'distinctiveness' argument is that such approaches neg-
Iect the fact that if all workers are knowledge workers, then the knowledge of all workers
is important to organizational performance. Further, these writers argue that organiza-
tions that utilize such an approach and treat knowledge workers as special and distinc-
tive, face a number of risks. Firstly, there is the risk that such divisive policies may lead to
the development of a sense of tesentment among the workforce that do not receive these
favourable conditions. Secondly, and relatedly, there is the risk that as a consequence of
such attitudes, these workers having a low level of loyalty and commitment to their
organization, being less willing to share their knowledge, or generally being less willing
to work as productively as possible.

Facilitating knowledge work via HRM

While much has been written about knowledge workers and knowledge-intensive firms,
surprisingly there are still only a relatively small number of papers which examine in
detail HRM issues related to the management of knowledge workers (Alvesson 2000;
Beaumont and Hunter 2002; Quinn et al. 1,996, Robertson and o,Malley-Hammersley
2000; Robertson and Swan 2003; Swart and Kinnie 2003; Tampoe 1993). However, from
these few studies there is a general consensus regarding the most effective ways to facili-
tate the work of knowledge workers.

Rec ru itm e nt a n d sel ecti o n
Attention to recruitment and selection procedures is regarded as important. This is not
only to ensure that people with appropriate skills and knowledge are recruited, but also
that the people recruited have a willingness to share their knowledge appropriately, and
that the attitudes and behaviours of new recruits are likely to be comDatible with the
existing organizational culture.

Providing rewarding and fulfilling work
Another factor identified as being important to knowledge workers is that the work they
have should be intrinsically satisfying and stimulating, and provide them with constant
challenges.

Autonomy

As well as work being intrinsically interesting, knowledge workers also typically regard
having high levels of autonomy over their work tasks, and working patterns as important.
As discussed previously however, managing the delicate balancing between providing
autonomy and maintaining some level of control is likely to be one of the greatest
challenges for those managing knowledge workers.
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O p po rtu n iti es fo r pe rso n a I d eve I o p m e nt
Finally, providing knowledge workers with constant opportunities to continue their
personal development, for example through training and education, represents anothel
way of motivating knowledge workers. While such a strategy is a potentially double-
edged sword, as supporting such activities potentially makes it easier for staff to leave,
without supporting continued development, staff may be likely to leave any'way.

HR practices to facilitate organization-wide knowledge-sharing

Swart and Kinnie (2003) examined a small  software company in the South East of England, and

identi f ied a number of HR practices that appeared to be effect ive at faci l i tat ing organization-wide

knowledge-sharing. The company examined employed less than f i f ty staff ,  and provided bespoke

software solut ions to meet the part icular needs of their cl ients. Staff typical ly worked within

short-term project teams, being al located to these teams on the relevance of their knowledge,

and on the extent of their prior experience. l t  was recognized by company management that there

were potential advantages to management i f  the knowledge and learning gained within each

project team could be shared with others. To achieve and faci l i tate this, a number of mechanlsms

were ut i l ized. First ly, recruitment and selection procedures were used to try and identi fy staff  that

would be wil l ing to share their knowledge. Secondly, a mentoring system was used. ln the men-

toring scheme senior staff  were al located two or three mentees each, with these relat ions being

set up to ensure that mentors and mentees didn't  work in the same project teams. Thus, through

the mentoring scheme project-specif ic learning was shared more widely. Organization-wide

knowledge-sharing was also encouraged via the company's performance management system.

Part of the performance management system was used to determine individual merit-based pay

rises. However, another aspect of i t  was developmental in focus, where staff were encouraged

to ref lect on learning and consider development needs. As with the mentoring scheme, these

biannual development reviews spanned project boundaries, and helped share project- learning

more  w ide ly .  F ina l l y ,  a  number  o f  communica t ion  mechan isms (such as  e lec t ron ic  newsgroups) ,

and regular social events spanned project boundaries, and were open to al l  staff ,  which helped

staff to get to know each other and develop a sense of community.

Gonclusion

The importance of knowledge workers and knowledge-intensive firms is closely tied to
the rhetoric regarding the contemporary rise and emergence of the knowledge sociery
which has not gone unquestioned. In the debate over defining knowledge workers and
knowledge-intensive firms, two perspectives were shown to exist. While the mainstream
perspective suggests that knowledge workers are a distinctive and elite element in the
contemporary workforce, others argue that this neglects accounting for the extent to
which all work is knowledge work, and thus how all workers can be defined as knowledge



K N O W L E D G E - I N T E N S I V E  F I  R M S

workers. However, what appears to distinguish knowledge workers from other workers is

the character of the work activities they undertake, which are focused on the intensive

creation, application, and utilization of knowledge. On the topic of what motivates

knowledge workers to effectively share and utilize their knowledge, knowledge workers

appear to be almost the ideal subordinates/workers, as with minimal level of supervision

they are quite often willing to work extremely hard, and don't regard this as being prob-

lematic. However, developing the organizational loyalty of knowledge workers is more

problematic, with high levels of job mobility being common among knowledge workers.

Finally, on the topic of managing knowledge workers, and facilitating their work, the pro-

vision of interesting work, high levels of autonomy, and continuous opportunities for

personal development appear to be key. However, the demands/expectations of knowl-

edge workers for high level of autonomy creates tensions with the need for managers in

knowledge-intensive firms for some level of control. Managing this delicate balance

represents one of the key challenges for those managing knowledge workers.

ln Frenkel et al. 's conceptualization of work, knowledge work is defined as work where the
predominant form of knowledge is theoretical knowledge. However, does this underestimate

the extent to which such work also involves the use of contextual knowledge? Think of a

specific knowledge-intensive occupation, and consider the extent to which contextual

knowledge is l ikely to be important.

ls knowledge intensiveness a usef ul concept for defining knowledge work, or does the term

contain too much ambiguity to be useful?

r M. Alvesson (2001). 'Knowledge Work: Ambiguity, lmage and ldenti ty ' ,  Human Relat ions, 5417:

863-86.

Good discussion, analysis, and citique of the mainstream Iterature on knowledge workers and

knowl edge-i ntens ive f i rms.

M. Robertson and J. Swan (2003). 'Control-What Control?'  Culture and Ambiguity within a

Knowledge-lntensive Firm', Journal of Management Studies, 4014: 831 -58.

Contains a detailed examination of the role of culture in knowledge intensive firms, based on an

analysis of a case studY companY.

M. Alvesson (2000). 'social ldenti ty and the Problem of Loyalty in Knowledge-lntensive

Companies', Journal of Management Studies, 37 18: 1 101-23.

tnteresting paper on how the management of identity can be used to address the problem of

loyaltv in knowledge-intensive firms.

J. Kinnie (2003). 'Sharing Knowledge in Knowledge-lntensive Ftrms', Human Resource

Ma nagement Journa l, 1 312: 60-7 5.

An anatysis of a singte case study focusing on how HRM practices can be used to facilitate

i ntra-o rga n i zati o na I k n ow I e dg e-s h a r i n g.
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lntroduction

The purpose of this concluding chapter is not to summarize the arguments stated in the

book. Instead, it will focus on dealing with some general questions that hang over knowl-

edge management like accusations (as both a practice and a body of writing) questioning

its usefulness and even its viabitity. The objective of this chapter is therefore to examine

and discuss these criticisms. These criticisms can be embodied into three questions, each

of which is dealt with. Firstly, questions have been raised regarding the quality, intellec-

tual coherence, and rigour of much of the writing on knowledge management. Secondly,

perhaps the potentially most challenging criticism is that the term 'knowledge manage-

ment' can be argued to be an ox).rnoron, raising questions regarding the viability of

knowledge management as an organizational practice. Finally, knowledge management

has been accused of being the latest in an apparently unending stream of management

fashions, and that interest in the topic is thus likely to wane rapidly in the near future.

Section 1 of the conclusion therefore discusses the question of the quality of the writ-

ing on knowledge management. In doing so firstly it has to be acknowledged that it is

hard to talk in general terms about this work as it is so diverse in character. However, this

section concludes that, based on the evidence presented in the book, it cannot be said

that all the writing on the topic is weakly conceptualized, as a significant proportion of it

is robust in this respect.

Section 2 moves on to consider the second question, that of the viability of knowledge

management as an organizational practice. However, it is first necessary to acknowledge the

diversity of strategies and philosophies of knowledge management that exist. For example,

Chapter 9 outlined the two knowledge management strategres of personalization and cod-

ification described by Hansen et al. (1999). Further, Alvesson and Karreman (2001) develop

an even more detailed tlpology of knowledge management strategies (see Figure 15.1),

each of which is related to a particular style of management. Thus questions regarding the

viability of knowledge management require to take account of this diversity. However, such

an enormous task is beyond the scope of this book and is not attempted here.

Instead, more general issues related to the viability of knowledge management are

considered. In criticisms regarding knowledge management two specific issues emerge as

potentially problematic. Firstly, does the nature of knowledge itself make it unmanageable?

Secondly, to what extent are the interests of workers and organizations in such processes

compatible?

Conclusion
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Social

Medium of
interaction

Tech nostructu ra I

Mode of managerial intervention

Co-ordination Control

Communi ty
(sharing of ideas)

Normative control
(prescribed i nterpretations)

Extended l ibrary
(information exchange)

Enacted blueprints
(templates for action)

Fig. 15.1. A typology of knowledge management strategies (from Alvesson and
Kar reman 2001)

The third and final section of the chapter goes beyond these debates and the general

content of the book. This section begins by discussing the question of whether knowledge

management can be characterized as an ephemeral, passing fashion of limited substance.

After this the section broadens out to consider the context in which knowledge on knowl-

edge management is produced and consumed. This is useful as it gives an insight into the

specific agents and processes through which the ideas and practices of knowledge

management examined in the book have emerged.

Reflections on the knowledge management literature

As has been seen throughout the book, a diversity of perspectives exists on virtually every

aspect of knowledge management. From definitions of what knowledge is, through the

role of IT systems in knowledge management initiatives, to the way communities of prac-

tice should be managed and supported, debates and disagreements exist. Thus, it is hard

to make general statements regarding the quality of writing on the topic, as the knowl-

edge management literature is not coherent in character. In fact, one of the defining char-

acteristics of the literature on knowledge management is the plurality and diversity of

perspectives that exist and continue to thrive. Nevertheless, this difficult task is

attempted here, through discussing and commenting on two papers which have made

generalizing statements about the character and quality of the literature on knowledge

management (Swan and Scarbrough 2001; Alvesson and Karreman2OOl).

SwanandScarbrough (2OOl),intheeditorialintroductiontoaspecialissueoftheloumzl

of Management Studies on knowledge management, lament what they characterize as the

uncritical and unreflexive nature of the mainstream literature on knowledge manage-

ment. Such literature is typicaUy based on an oblectivist perspective on knowledge

(see Chapter 2) and unproblematically characterizes knowledge as an economic commodity,
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Table 15.1. Problems with conceptions of knowledge in the'popular' knowledge management
literature (from Alvesson and Karreman 2001)

Problem Problem description

Ontological Incoherence

Vagueness

All-embracing and Empty
View of Knowledge

Objectlvity

Functional ism

Blending together of incompatible constructivist and objectivist views
of knowledge-for example Nonaka (1994)

Lack of dist inctness regarding the content and character of knowledge
in organizations

All-encompassing definit ions of knowledge have l i t t le clari ty and make
possibi l i t ies for conceptual insights dif f  icult-for example Davenport
and Prusak (1 998)

Typical ly ut i l ize objectivist def ini t ions of knowledge unproblematical ly

Unproblematical ly assumes that having knowledge and managing
knowledge is a good thing and neglects to deal with potential negative
aspects of both having or managing knowledge: knowledge as
simultaneously enabling and constraining

failing to discuss the socially constructed, political, subjective, context-dependent, and
dynamic characteristics of knowledge (see Chapter 3). Further, such literature is strongly
managerialist in tone, being typically quite prescriptive, concerning itself with questions
of how knowledge can be managed, rather than questions of can ot should Itbe managed.

Alvesson and Karreman (2001) are even more scathing regarding what they call the
'popular' knowledge management literature. However, one weakness with Alvesson and
Karreman's analysis is that they are not very explicit about the types of work they are
criticizing, giving only a few examples. The main focus of their criticism relates to the
way, 'knowledge', 'management', and 'knowledge management, are conceptualized.
While management as a concept is typically not defined or discussed in any detail in this
literature, there are five specific problems with the way knowledge is conceptualized
(see Table 15.2). Fundamentally, they argue that conceptualizations of knowledge in this
literature are generally weak, sloppy, contradictory, and do not stand up to rigorous criti-
cism. This general line of argument is agreed with by Edwards et al. (2003).

Pick an example of a popular, mainstream piece of writ ing on the topic of knowledge management
To what extent are the f ive problems of conceptual izing knowledge identi f ied by Alvesson and
Karreman (200'1 ) relevant to i t?

While the dominance of mainstream perspectives was true when Swan and Scarbrough
and Alvesson and Karreman wrote their critiques, this has arguably become less true over
time, as the debates on knowledge management have matured. Thus, as this book
demonstrates, a strong and vibrant body of critical work on knowledge management
exists and has usefully questioned and challenged the assumptions of mainstream,
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managerialist perspectives. However/ this is not to say that the literature on knowledge

management in its totality, encompassing both mainstream and critical perspectives, is

not without its problems. One of the main weaknesses of this body of work is that even

now the topics of power and conflict are still relatively neglected. Thus, the lead taken by

those writers examined in Chapter 7 to account for such issues when examining know-

ledge management has tlpically not been followed by a significant number of writers.

Knowledge management: viable organizational practice
or a contradiction in terms?

As was outlined earlier, organizational attempts to manage knowledge cannot be charac-

terized as unitary. In fact, as illustrated (see Figure 15.1), there are a diversity of philoso-

phies and strategies with regard to how organizations should manage their knowledge.

This section does nof attempt to compare and evaluate the effectiveness of these different

strategies. Instead, this section considers the more general question of whether know-

ledge management is viable as an organizational practice. This question can be divided

into two elements. Firstly, do the inherent characteristics of knowledge make it difficult

to control and manage? Secondly, to what extent are the interests of business organiza-

tions and their employees with regard to the objectives and outcomes of organizational

knowledge processes compatible? If answered in the negative, both factors bring into

question the general viability of organizational attempts to manage their knowledge base.

ls knowledge manageable?

The vast majority of the knowledge management literature builds on the assumption that

knowledge is a resource amenable to management control (Scarbrough 1999, 9). In fact

this represents probably the most fundamental assumption underpinning the viability of

knowledge management. Without this ability, the feasibility of knowledge management

becomes questionable. However, a number of writers suggest that some of the intrinsic

characteristics of knowledge make it difficult to control and manage in a direct and

straightforward sense. These characteristics of knowledge include:

o its ambiguity and dynamism (Alvesson and Karreman 2001),

o its variety and diversity (McAdam and McCreedy 2O00),

. its invisibility and immeasurability (Soo et al.2OO2), and

. its inseparability from human beliefs and values (von Krogh et al. 2000).

However, while knowledge may not be amenable to direct control, these critics typically

acknowledge that when the term 'management' is used in a looser sense, organizational

management does have some ability to shape and influence knowledge processes. For

example, while von Krogh et al. (2000) argue that knowledge cannot be directly managed,

this is more a semantic critique of the term 'management' than a suggestion that all

attempts by organizational management to shape knowledge processes are doomed to
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failure. Von IGogh et al. (2000) are in fact very positive that there is much organizational

management can to enable knowledge processes. Rather than the term'knowledge man-

agement', they prefer the term 'knowledge enablement'.
Von Krogh et al.'s (2000, 17) perspective is summed up in the following quote, 'while

you may be able to manage related organizational processes like community building and
knowledge exchange, you cannot manage knowledge itself.'Von Krogh et al. thus suggest
that in an indirect way, through utilizing/shaping people-centred processes and polices
(they use the term 'caring' for people) organizational management has the ability to per-

suade workers to manage their knowledge towards the achievement of organizational

objectives. Therefore, rather than suggesting that knowledge management is totally

unfeasible, von Itogh et al. are instead advocating something closer to a community-

based approach to knowledge management (see Figure 15.1).
In general, such a perspective is reinforced by the material presented in the book, where

the importance of human, social, and cultural factors to knowledge management

processes has been highlighted. Therefore, while it is misguided to suggest that know-

ledge management is about the direct manipulation by organizational management of an

easily controllable resource, this does not mean that organizational management is

totally powerless to shape organizational knowledge processes at all.
Where the von Krogh et al. (2000) perspective is weak, is on issues of power, politics,

and conflict. Thus they typically assume that with the right management strategy, orga-

nizational objectives and workers' interests can be aligned, making workers willing to use

and share their knowledge in organizational knowledge processes. However, when the

insights developed in Chapters 4 and 7 are taken account of (relating to the potential for

conflict intrinsic to the employment relationship, as well as the embeddedness of power

in the employment relationship), such an assumption can be questioned. These issues are

examined in the following section.

Contradictory outcomes and objectives from organizational
knowledge processes?

Fuller (2002, 2) argues that, 'the dark secret of this freld [knowledge management] is that

its name is an oxymoron, for as soon as business enters the picture, the interests of knowl-

edge and management trade off against each other'. Ultimately he argues that the inter-

ests of business in making short-term economic gains from the use of knowledge clash

with other objectives and outcomes from the use of knowledge. If this were true, it would

represent another significant question regarding the viability of knowledge management

as an organizational practice.

When considered in the broadest terms, there is an enormous variety of objectives and

outcomes from organizational knowledge processes, for individuals, organizations, and

society in general (see Table 15.2). Further, as discussed in Chapters 4 and 7 , the potential

for conflict between workers and their employers is embedded in the employment

relationship, which typically involves a power imbalance that favours the interests of

business managers/owners over workers. These factors combined therefore suggest that

the potential for conflict between organizational and other objectives from knowledge

@
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Table 15.2. Outcomes and objectives of organizational knowledge processes

Level Outcome/Objective

lnd iv idua l r Change/improvement in status and recognit ion
r Material reward (for example improved pay, f inancial bonuses, hol idays, working

condit ions)
. Sense of fulf i lment from the process i tself ,  or the achievement of desired

outcomes
r Expresslon of commitment, or sense of obl igation, to a group, profession, or

organization

o Profrt
.  Market share
. lmprove innovativeness
I Cost reduction/control

r The advancement of knowledge
. lmprove social condit ions
o Develop more effect ive publ ic pol icies for local/national governments

Organ ization

Society

processes is significant. Thus, as was illustrated in Chapter 4, a wide range of factors will
shape the attitudes of workers towards participating in organizational knowledge
processes.

This perspective, that the potential for conflict will inhibit the effectiveness of knowl-
edge management initiatives, is undermined by the innumerable cases examined where
workers have been willing to participate in organizational knowledge processes. The most
extreme case of such willingness, discussed in Chapter 14, is of knowledge workers , many
of who seem happy to work enormously hard for their organizations without regarding
such behaviour as problematic. Thus, while the potential for conflict exists in the employ-
ment relationship, this does not mean that conflict between workers and their employers
is inevitable, or that their interests are always divergent and incompatible. Scarbrough
(1999,7) argues that such behaviour on the part of knowledge workers can be explained
by the relatively instrumental attitude to work of such workers, who are often primarily
concerned with issues of equity and reward: ensuring that they are adequately and fairly
rewarded for their efforts. Thus, if there is conflict between worker and emplover it is most
likely to be over the distribution of economic gains.

Based on your own, direct experience of knowledge management init iat ives, and/or your reading of
the I i terature on knowledge management, to what extent do you perceive the interests of workers
and organizations to be in confl ict?

However, the Scarbrough perspective,
Fuller (2002) position/ that the interests
patible, and that workers are concerned

is challenged by evidence which supports the
of knowledge and management can be incom-
with more than their own or their employer's
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narrow economic interests. Such examples include:

' the art staff researched by Beaumont and Hunter (2002)-see chapter 14,
' a significant proportion of the staff in the recently privatized UK Utility researched bv

Vince (2001)-see Chapter 10,
r the scientists examined by Breu and Hemingway (2001)-see chapter 5,
r the Finnish academics researched by Hakala and ylijoko (ZOOL).

common to all these cases was a concern by workers regarding the conflict they perceived
to exist between the commercial interests of their employers with other aims and
objectives.

Overall, therefore, whilst a willingness by workers to participate in organizational
knowledge management initiatives is visible in innumerable cases, it still remains the case
that such willingness cannot be taken for granted. Therefore, neither Fuller (2002) nor
Scarbrough (2001) are correct, as while it cannot be assumed that workers are totally
instrumental in their outlook, equally it is problematic to assume that that the interests
of workers and their employers will always be diametrically opposed (Button et al. 2003).

Understanding the dynamics and agents in the diffusion of
knowledge on knowledge management

This section begins by considering another general critique of knowledge management:
that it represents the latest in an apparently endless succession of management fads (that
includes BRP-Business process Re-engineering, TeM-Total euality Management, and
culture-based management) and that interest in the topic is thus likely to wane rapidly.
Following this, a broader focus is taken to look at how management knowledge in gen_
eral, and knowledge on knowledge management specifically is commodified, produced,
diffused, and consumed. This will allow a consideration of the type of people and organ-
izations that are key in such processes, with a particular focus on the role of academics,
business schools, and universities in such processes. Such a focus is warranted not only
because the role of the university sector has been relatively neglected in such processes,
but also because its role has been changing dramatically in recent years.

Knowledge management as a fashion?

Scarbrough and Swan (2001) have undertaken one of the most thorough analyses to
determine whether the explosive growth of interest that has occurred in knowledge
management can be understood as following fashion. Much of the evidence they present
suggests that such an analysis is accurate. For example, the explosive growth of interest in
the topic that occurred in the late 1990s (see Figure 1.1) followed by the inevitable
bandwagon effects, provides support for such an analysis. Further, the growth of interest
in the topic also appears to be taking the form of a normal distribution curve, which
Abrahamson (1996) argues is characteristic of fashions. Another factor that makes
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knowledge management amenable to becoming a fashion is its ambiguity. This ambigu-

ity means that, as illustrated in Figure 15.1 and Table 15.1, the term 'knowledge manage-

ment'can mean quite different things to quite different people, and thus the concept can

have a potentially broad appeal.
However, a weakness of such an analysis is that it implicitly assumes consumers are

relatively passive, even naive consumers, who are prey to the efforts of opportunistic

consultants and suppliers. Scarbrough and Swan (2001) and Collins (2003) suggest that

such a conception plays down the extent to which consumers play an active and positive

role in the consumption of new management ideas. Thus for Scarbrough and Swan (2001)

part of the reason for the growth of interest in knowledge management is that it provides

potential solutions to deal with real organizational problems: how to cope with the grow-

ing impoftance of knowledge to organizational performance. Thus the general weakness

of the fashion perspective is the light in which it portrays consumers.

The production and consumption of management knowledge

While fashion-based analyses are useful for describing and understanding the exponential

growth of interest in knowledge management, such analyses are relatively broad brush

and general in character. They thus have limited utility in shedding light on the particular

character of the processes through which knowledge on knowledge management is

produced and consumed, or the actors involved in such processes. Thus section fllls in

some of these details by making use of the cycle of knowledge production and consump-

tion developed by Suddaby and Greenwood 2001). This cycle is relevant to the production

of all management knowledge, and was not developed specifically in relation to knowl-

edge management. However, this framework can be utilized to better describe and

understand the context within which knowledge on knowledge management is both

produced and consumed. Further, as a reader of this textbook, you are a consumer of

knowledge on knowledge management, and can use the cycle more fully to understand

the processes through which such knowledge is produced, as well as the diversity of

processes through which you have acquired such knowledge (see the activity at the end

of the chapter).
For Suddaby and Greenwood (2001, 933) the cycle they develop and describe represents

a 'field level analysis of the process by which management knowledge is produced'. As

can be seen in Figure 15.2, the production and consumption of management knowledge

involve the complex interaction via a number of discrete, but interrelated processes of a

diverse range of actors including consumers, business schools, individual academics,

gurus, consulting companies, and large professional service firms. The cycle does not rep-

resent a simple stage model, with the production and consumption of knowledge occur-

ring in neat, independent, sequential stages. Instead, all the processes typically occur

simultaneously. However, Suddaby and Greenwood suggest the process of legitimation

undertaken by gurus typically represents a starting point in the production of a new body

of management knowledge. The description of the cycle presented here thus starts by

examining this process. However, before doing this, the character and role of consumers,

the centre of the cycle is examined.



Due dil igence and innovation
. primary actors: business schools
r primary function: testing and

refining extant knowledge
o secondary function: innovation

and generation of new managerial
knowledge

. tertiary function: socialization of
consumers

Colonization
o primary actors: Big Five

professional service firms
. primary function: extending

commodified managerial
knowledge to new disciplines

. primary mechanism: professional
encroachment through product
diversif ication

Legitimation
. primary actors: 'gurus'

. primary function: abstracting
theoretical knowledge for
applications and translating it to
other communities

. secondary function: popularizing
management knowledge

Commodification
. primary actors: large consulting

l r rms
. primary funtion: converting abstract

knowledge into a salable product
o primary mechanisms:

1. codification
2. abstraction
3. translation

C O N C L U S I O N

Fig. 15.2. suddaby and Greenwood's cycle of knowledge production and consumption

Before looking at the cycle in detai l ,  ref lect upon your interest in knowledge management. When did i t
occur? What st imulated i t? Further, through what mechanisms did/do you consume knowledge on
knowledge management: newspapers, professional journals, 'airport 

books',  manaqement education?

While consumers are at the centre of the cycle, their character and role is often both poorly
understood, and underconceptualized, as was discussed in the fashion debate iust examined.
However, Suddaby and Greenwood do little to develop such an understanding and spend
little examining consumers in any detail. Further, they portray consumers in the way
Scarbrough and Swan (2001) criticize them, as somewhat naiVe @ut sceptical) consumers of
management knowledge, due to the way such knowledge is legitimated by gurus and aca-
demics. However, perhaps a more useful way of conceptualizing consumers is that portrayed
by Scarbrough and Swan, where consumers, while being influenced by fashions in academic
knowledge, are seen as actively seeking solutions to genuine organizational problems.

Gurus and the process of legitimation
The role of Surus in the production and consumption of knowledge can be conceptual-
ized as the first stage in the cycle, as they play a role in popularizing and making

@
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Iegitimate a new body of knowledge and subject of study. For example, Peters and

Waterman played such a role with the topic of culture in the 1980s through their book

In Search of Excellence (Peters and Waterman 1983), and lecture tours which did much to

popularize and legitimate the topic of organizational culture management. Gurus thus

help transfer knowledge between different communities through transforming abstract

theorization, or specific organizational practices, and making them generic. Gurus can be

located both in the academic world and in the world of private enterprise. In a survey of

academics and practitioners conducted by Edwards et al. (2003), the following writers

were identifled as being most influential in the area of knowledge management:

1. Nonaka

2. Nonaka and Takeuchi

3. Davenport and Prusak

4. Snowden

5. Brown and Duzuid

Did you f irst come into contact with knowledge management as a subject through the work of a
knowledge management guru? ls i t  one of the writers in the top f ive of the Edwards et al.  survey?
Who do you regard to be the gurus of knowledge management? Are they academics or do they work
in the business sector, or both?

Consultants and the commodification of management knowledge

The commodification of management knowledge involves decontextualizing knowledge,

and transforming it into a generic form, so that it can be sold as a product or service to

other clients. Key agents in such processes are typically consultants, with the primary goal

of economic gain acting as a significant incentive for these firms to attempt such

processes of codification (Morris 2001). In relation to knowledge management, consul-

tancies have played a key role in such processes (Scarbrough and Swan 2001), which

perhaps helps to explain why a significant proportion of the knowledge management

solutions being sold are generic tools and technologies, and why IT-based perspectives on

knowledge management have been so popular.

The colonizing practices of large professional service firms

Colonization represents the attempts by organizations to expand the scope of their

managerial knowledge products, with the key actors in such processes being large, global

professional service companies such as PriceWaterhouseCoopers, Cap Gemini Ernst &

Young, and Deloitte & Touche. Processes of colonization are closely related to processes of

legitimation, as colonization ultimately involves specific actors struggling to be seen as

more legitimate sources of management knowledge than other actors. One of the main

themes in Suddaby and Greenwood's (2001) analysis relates to the importance of the not

insignificant colonizing attempts by large professional service firms in transforming the
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cycle of knowledge production/consumption. Specific examples of what could be

interpreted as colonizing attempts in the area of knowledge management are KPMG's

efforts at publishing a series of Knowledge Management Surveys (for example KPMG

2000) and the publication of the book Knowledge Unplugged, by consultants from

McKinsey's (Kluge et al. 2OOI). This process is looked at in more detail later due to its

role in changing the nature of the context in which universities and business schools

operate.

Due diligence, innovation, education, and the role of business schools

Suddaby and Greenwood characterize business schools as having three roles in the

production and consumption of management knowledge. The role of business schools in

such processes is examined in detail here, and in the following section. Such an exami-

nation is merited, to some extent due to the lack of attention paid to the nature of work

in business schools (Willmott 1995).

The primary role of business schools is as quality controllers. Thus academic research

typically follows rather than leads management practice, and plays a role in evaluating

and refining management knowledge/practice (due diligence). However, this process of

refinement can lead to production of new knowledge, through research-led innovation,

which represents the second role of business schools.

The third role of business schools is the diffusion and dissemination of management

knowledge via management education. The importance of this role should not be under-

estimated, due to the expansion in management education that has occurred in recent

years (Sturdy and Gabriel 2000). For example, there are so many MBA programmes in

existence globally that there are websites which can help students identify the most

appropriate programme to their needs, with one site (http://r,wr.w.mbainfo.com/,)e having

information on over 2500 different MBA programmes taught at over 1300 separate insti-

tutions. Sturdy and Gabriel (2000), based on reflections on their own experiences from

teaching on an MBA programme in Malaysia, believe that MBA programmes can, to some

extent, be characterized as a generic (knowledge-based) commodity, not unlike a cat, and

that extending the metaphor, lecturers on such programmes can be compared to car sales

people. This part of the cycle links to the production and consumption of knowledge on

knowledge management as specific modules on learning and knowledge management are

increasingly becoming a key part of a significant number of MScs and MBA programmes.

Thus, this represents an important, though often underemphasized mechanism through

which people consume knowledge on knowledge management.

l f  you are a student on a management education course, to what extent can your course be

considered to be a generic knowledge product/commodity? Further, to what extent, and in what

ways do textbooks and books on knowledge management (such as this one) play a role in the

commodif icat ion, legit imation, and dif fusion of knowledge on knowledge management.

e Site accessed 78lO9lO3.
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Changes in the cycle of knowledge production affecting business schools

As outlined earlier, it is worth looking in a little detail at the role of business schools in the
cycle of knowledge production, as a number of different, external factors are impinging on

them, which have implications for the rycle of knowledge production and the role of busi-
ness schools in it. The three speciflc factors examined here are: (1) the colonizing activities
of large professional service firms; (2) shifts from mode 1 to mode 2 knowledge production,

and (3) the pernicious effects of neoliberal/monetarist policies on the funding of universi-

ties. These pressures have a common effect on business schools, increasing the demands on
them to commercialize their work, and develop closer links with business organizations
(Fuller 2002, 5; R;mes et al. 2001; Stevens and Bagby 2001). The extent of these pressures is

visible in the development of terms such as 'academic capitalism' (Slaughter and Leslie
1997), and in his presidential address to the Academy of Management Michael Hitt (1997)

talked about the demands on business schools to become more entreDreneurial.

The colonizing activities of professional service firms
One key change in the cycle of knowledge production/consumption is that the largest,

global professional service firms are attempting to extend their influence beyond their

traditional boundaries (Suddaby and Greenwood 2001). Speciflcally, they seem to be

attempting to develop a role in the creation as well as commodification and dissemina-
tion of knowledge and are thus turning their colonizing efforts to the internalization of

traditional university functions (Huff 1999). Further, consultants are emerging as key

competitors with universities in the production of research (Rynes et al. 2001).

Shifts from Mode 1- to Mode 2-based knowledge production

Gibbons et al. (1994), in a highly influential book, argue that fundamental changes in the

nature of knowledge production processes occurred in the second half of the twentieth cen-
tury. Fundamentally, they suggest that there has been a shift from what they label, inele-
gantly, a mode l-based system, where knowledge production is discipline-based, university

centred, individualistic, largely cognitive and based on a process of peer review, to a mode

2-based system, where knowledge production is, by contrast, transdisciplinary, team-rather

than individual-based, and where knowledge is produced and validated through use rather

than through abstract reflection. Thus, a mode 2-based system of knowledge production is

highly problem oriented, and requires close collaboration with industrial/business part-

ners. A number of writers suggest that there are pressures on business schools to undertake

such a transition, and develop management knowledge through linking with relevant busi-
ness partners (Hakala and Ylijoki 2001; Huff 1999). Thus this represents another external
pressure, pushing business schools and private industry together.

Neo-liberal government policies and the funding of universities
The third and flnal factor acting to push business schools and private industry into a

closer relationship has been a change in the way that governments fund universities. In

general terms governments globally have moved towards the adoption of neo-liberal,

monetarist policies. Such moves involve government attempts to tightly control, if not

minimize/reduce, state expenditure. In relation to universities generally and business

schools specifically, central government funding has been capped and increasingly tied to
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perrormance_based m
versitiestoseekhish:e,ar'::e?#ll,;:::::::ffiT.r,lrlff ii:;Jj;Tilf :fJ;ill:2001; Rynes et al. 2001; Trowler 2001; Wilmott t99S).

Conclusion

This chapter has therefore examined three Iknowredge manasement, questioning o*, n,"{"lx;'::TJ#1,ff:fril:"t}:,t:#:,:i
sions reached were as follows. Firstly, while the analytical and theoretical rigour of some ofthe knowledge management literature is weak, there is a growing body of work in the areathat is theoretically robust. secondly, on the question of whether knowledge managementis actuarly viable, the answer was a quarified yes. while the ability of organizations todirectly manage and control knowledje was questioned, it was acknowledged that knowr-edge can be managed more indirectly by persuading workers to share and use their knowl_

fftr"JL:fi'fTlJ:t'' 
rhirdlv, existing evidence does suggest that knowledge

rashionornot,,*,oJKlljlTililillij"'Tl'll;ff ffi :,:i,:H:JH:::jl*are that, firstly, it has raised awareness about the importance of knowredge in organiza_tions and, secondly, the best of the work on the subject has contributed genera'y to animproved understanding of what knowledge and knowledge processes in organizations arelike, as well as revealing the importance of iuman/social/cultural factors in such processes.The second object of the paper was to understand the broad context within whichknowledge on knowled
range or actors and rn.r:%illililTr:Tr:t :r'r".luced 

and consumed' which showed the

Name the players in the knowledge management production/consumption ,game,
Rather than provide a list of discrete questions, the book closes with an invitation to playthe 'game' of naming the players unJ th"i, .oles in the production and consumption ofknowledge on knowredge management? To do this, 100k in detaii as Suddaby andGreenwood,s cycle, and fill in the blanks.

Questions which may help you do this include:

o Where (if anywhere) is the start of the cycle?
. Who (if anyone) are the gurus of knowledge management?

- Are they consultants? Academics? Both?
- Through what mechanisms have their arguments been diffused (books, lectures,teaching, consultancy, . . .)

r can you f in more deta's for the unexplored category consumers?
- Are consumers passive victims of passing fads?
- Can you develop subcategories of different types of consumer?
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- Are there organizations which represent collections of consumers which have been
impoftant in the knowledge management cycle? (trade associations, professional bodies?)

o what about the role of academia, business schools, and individual academics?
- Is their role primarily the testing/refinement and legitimation of existing knowledge?
- Are there particular universities, academics, or departments (business schools, IS/IT

departments) that have played a particularly key role?
- What role do university departments play in the diffusion of knowledge on knowl-

edge management? Is this through providing education, the pubrication of books
(such as this one)?

- Is there evidence that academia is under pressure to commercialize its activities and
outputs?

- Is there evidence of (growing) linkages between academia and business organizations?
r What role have large professional service firms played in the production and consump-

tion of knowledge on knowledge management?
- Do particular organizations have a more important role than others?
- Is there evidence of colonizing activity?

r Are there any missing actors from the cycle?
- What about the role of the mass media? National newspapers, television? Has it had

any role in the diffusion of knowledge on knowledge management?
- Is this cycle useful in understanding the processes and agents involved in the

production and consumption of knowredge on knowredge management?
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